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INTRODUCTION 


BY EIRIK EIGLAD 


S ocial ecology is a body of ideas that seeks to explain 
the interplay between nature and culture. Indeed, it 
seeks to explain why our age is beset with crises, why our 
society is at odds with nature, and how this rupture and 
conflict came about. 

Social ecologists insist that all ecological problems are 
really social problems, and that the solutions to today's 
ecological crises are primarily social and political. According 
to the late American social theorist Murray Bookchin, even 
the very idea of dominating nature stems from the 
domination of human beings by other human beings. How 
exactly did we come to see nature as an agglomeration of 
resources available for plunder and exploitation? Because 
we live in a society that cultivates domination and 
exploitation. 

It is from this perspective that social ecologists come to 
very radical conclusions. To solve today's ecological crises, 
we argue, we have to make our social world more egalitarian 



and more democratic. Indeed, we must create a 
nonhierarchical society based on municipal democracy and 
an ecological economy. Only this will allow for a full 
reintegration and re-harmonization of society with the 
natural world. The primary objective of social ecology, then, 
is to create an ecological society. 

Bookchin developed these ideas over four decades. From 
the mid 1960s onward, he ventured into the fields of 
anthropology, history and sociology, and still further into 
cosmology, ethics, and epistemology. He sought to provide 
within a coherent framework the basic pillars for 
understanding society and its relationship to nature, and the 
prospects and preconditions for political change. Many of 
the central ideas that he pioneered have since percolated 
out into radical circles and the broader ecology movement. 
But in order to effectuate the social changes we need, we 
must form bold new movements and a new politics. 

T his description of social ecology is admittedly simplistic 
and rigid, but it does identify our political and 
analytical point of departure. A basic aim of the book is to 
demonstrate the nuance of social ecology, rather than how 
I've briefly presented it. 

This book is a selection from the papers that were 
presented in September 2014 at an international conference 
organized in Oslo. The conference brought together scholars 
from a variety of disciplines and activists from a variety of 
movements.There we discussed some of the burning 
questions for ecological politics, such as: What is the role of 
democracy to solve environmental problems? How can we 
make our cities green? And how can we develop a broad and 
yet radical ecology movement? 



The first aim I had when preparing this book was to 
present an overview of contemporary social ecology and 
some of the questions that concern our movement. Given 
the nature of the conference there is some thematic overlap 
between various essays, but I think that is a strength: it 
helps flesh-out these topics and show how they all relate to 
each other. I believe that all of these essays are great by 
themselves, but taken together they provide a broad 
overview of the quest for a social ecology and the need for 
social change. 

A second aim is to point to areas where this theory can be 
developed. Where are the weaknesses and what are its 
strengths? What new developments have entered the 
historical arena and how can we develop these ideas 
further? 

Third, I wanted to relate this theory directly to existing 
movements and practices. Social ecology is nothing unless it 
is tied to contemporary movements and current politics. We 
should approach new social movements both as insiders and 
outsiders: we should learn from these movements and help 
them find their direction. 

T his book is not meant to be a general introduction to 
social ecology. In my opening essay I have attempted to 
remedy this by giving a basic overview of the social ecology 
perspective. To this end I focus on how our quest for a 
genuinely democratic politics is rooted in more 
comprehensive social analyses and in an understanding of 
our place in nature. Democracy, I argue, is crucial for the 
ecology movement and not just for tactical or strategic 
reasons: it is fundamental to our visions of an ecological 
society. Dan Chodorkoff expands on this and insists that 



utopian visions should always guide our activism: our 
struggle for an ecological society is, after all, always fueled 
by visions of what such a society would be like, not only on 
possible outcomes but genuinely ethical considerations of 
what ought to be. 

Brian Tokar delivered a keynote address to the conference, 
and his contribution to this volume outlines the major 
challenges that climate change poses for our societies. He 
presents a sobering analysis of contemporary climate 
predictions and the various environmentalist responses, and 
points to the prospects for democratic grassroots 
empowerment. Sveinung Legard approaches the question 
from a different angle and asks whether participatory 
democracy would indeed be better for the climate. He 
identifies, analyzes and evaluates some of the key 
arguments for participatory democracy within the ecology 
movement. 

Despite the gravity of the ecological crisis, says Mat Little, 
we should not ignore the very real conflicts within society 
that have again burst to the fore. He challenges the notion 
that society has overcome its internal contradictions in favor 
of a more fundamental external contradiction between 
society and the natural world. In many countries and parts 
of the world, capitalism can no longer promise human well¬ 
being and progress. Adam Krause also approaches the 
current economic crisis, but more philosophically. He starts 
from scratch, that is to say, from the very elements of 
matter, and the essential features of what constitutes life 
and nature. His succinct evolutionary account sheds light on 
some of the essential economic questions that confront us 
today. 

Under capitalism and in nation-states, citizenship is a 
rather hollow concept, but it can become the foundation for 



new political communities. Marco Rosaire Rossi discusses 
how classical radicalism—notably Marxism and anarchism- 
stressed workers and the proletariat as the primary agents of 
social change. Communalism, by contrast, emphasizes 
citizenship and a civic form of radicalism, and its role in 
creating a new political system that assumes responsibility 
for the world. John Nightingale's essay highlights the 
significance of solidarity for social ecology, namely that it is 
necessary to achieve a balanced relationship with the 
natural world. Nightingale explains how Bookchin and social 
ecologists seek to achieve solidarity in society precisely 
through a political reconceptualization of citizenship. 

Janet Biehl, who has done so much to popularize 
libertarian municipalism and social ecology, traces the 
emergence of a car-dependent infrastructure the United 
States, where more than half of the population lives in 
suburbia. She discusses the ideas of the new urbanists, and 
lists some central features of an infrastructure that could 
support citizenship in ecological cities. Arnost Novak gives 
the history of a very different development, that of Czech 
environmental activism. He suggests that one of the main 
lessons from the trajectory of Czech environmentalism is 
that we should try to build a broad popular movement, while 
also radicalizing our ecological visions, and to expand our 
repertoire of actions. 

Jonathan Korsar returns our focus to the municipality and 
translates Jeremy Rifkin's ideas on a “zero marginal cost 
society" into a municipal setting. The future of production, 
energy, and community lies in new forms of creating, 
sharing, and caring. The main challenges for a zero marginal 
cost society, Korsar argues, are indeed municipal challenges: 
municipalities should constitute the political framework of a 
new economy and a new energy system. 



The analysis provided by Ersilia Verlinghieri fits well in 
with the preceding essays. She dissects modern planning 
practices and asks us to consider alternative, more radical 
approaches to transport planning which take into account 
questions of social justice, freedom of movement, and the 
right to the city, as well as ecology. 

Salvatore Paolo De Rosa and Monica Caggiano point to 
another real challenge for many communities of the world 
today, namely that they are plagued not only by state 
encroachment and capitalist development projects, but also 
by organized crime and violence. The Campania region in 
southern Italy suffers from pollution and mis-management, 
but the communities now organize to fight mafia culture and 
organized crime. Their analyses are stimulating and they 
point toward the radical, even revolutionary changes, we 
need to see. In the following essay, Metin Guven interprets 
the concept of revolutionary change based on the historical 
works Bookchin wrote on popular movements in the early 
modern era. 

Toon Bijnens and Johanna L. Rivera discuss the emergence 
of an ecology movement in the Middle East, highlighting 
recent campaigns for water rights in Iraq and the 
surrounding countries, and Cagri Eryilmaz evaluates a 
different experience in Anatolia: the movement that arose in 
the conflicts over Gezi Park in Istanbul. He compares this 
movement, which in 2013 created hundreds of popular 
forums all over Turkey, to the politics of social ecology. 

We should have a closer look at how a dialogue can be 
initiated between the theory of social ecology and the 
practice of new urban movements for social change, says 
Federico Venturini. In Brazilian cities like Rio de Janeiro, new 
urban movements have managed to mobilize large sectors 



of society against megalomaniac urban development 
projects; their experiences are important and valuable. 

Camilla Hansen turns our attention to Hannah Arendt, 
looking at how her political ideas can inspire our activism. 
She argues that participatory democracy is the only political 
system that allows us to reflect publicly, as a society, on 
where we are going. To change our current course such 
public reflection is crucial. 

Last, but not least, Dimitrios I. Roussopoulos ends this 
collection of essays with an evaluation of the status of 
environmental policies and the outlines for a new ecological 
municipalism. Few have done more than Roussopoulos to 
spread the practical dimensions of social ecology to an 
urban political setting. He gave a keynote speech that 
concluded the conference, and I think it is befitting that his 
experience and advice should also conclude this book. 

These essays speak well for themselves. Still, I believe 
that the reader will benefit from seeing this collection of 
essays as a whole, as mutually enriching contributions to a 
common approach. 

U ntil now, social ecology has not had an extensive 
outreach; usually its ideas are applied only in bits and 
pieces. To be sure, all of the various ways we can spread 
ecological consciousness, social analyses, cultural critique, 
and even political activism have their merit. They can all 
help us reach our common goals, however piecemeal. But 
we also need to see new social movements emerge that 
don't fear setting ideas into context—indeed, perhaps even 
a system—and launch a systematic critique of our society as 
a whole. 



One place where social ecology has had a certain 
outreach is in New England, notably in Vermont, where 
Bookchin lived, particularly in the areas around Plainfield, 
where the Institute for Social Ecology was located. Some 
Canadian cities, notably Montreal, have also seen bold 
attempts to implement a social ecology program. 

Here in Scandinavia, these ideas have matured since the 
early 1990s, when a small group of environmental activists 
turned to social ecology for advice and inspiration. Since 
then, several organizations in the Nordic countries have 
been committed to social ecology and its communalism. This 
commitment lies at the basis of the New Compass. 

Recent events in Kobane and Rojava have brought the 
world's attention to Kurdistan. In the chaos of the Syrian 
Civil War, the predominantly Kurdish regions of Rojava 
proclaimed free cantons based on communal self- 
government. In 2014, I visited the CizTre canton with an 
academic delegation and was impressed with what I saw 
there. With an extremely difficult and, at the time I pen 
these lines, still precarious situation forced upon them, their 
accomplishments are indeed remarkable. After visiting the 
region and meeting with a host of movements, parties, local 
institutions, academies, and the militias, I am convinced 
that there is a genuine social revolution occurring in Rojava. 

I am also convinced that it is founded on communalist 
political structures and that women play a central role in this 
movement. The experiences from the revolution are 
extremely valuable and may complement other experiences 
and ideas. In this book, we unfortunately do not feature any 
essays or analyses of the Kurdish experiment. In the near 
future. New Compass intends to publish a whole series of 
exciting titles dedicated to the Kurdish question. They will 



attempt to explain and analyze this movement and its 
democratic confederalism in more detail. 


I am convinced that these ideas are very powerful, and I 
believe that they can unite a series of social and political 
movements in a common struggle against all hierarchies, for 
our common empowerment, and for the transition to a free, 
ecological society. 

This book will ideally receive a readership ready to 
translate these ideas into their own political setting. My 
hope is that this book contributes not only to the theory and 
politics of social ecology but also to concrete social change. 

March 21, 2015 
Telemark 



— Humanity is too inteiiigent not 
to iive in a rationai society, it 
remains to see whether it is 
inteiiigent enough to achieve one. 

Murray Bookchin 



DEMOCRACY FOR 
THE ECOLOGY MOVEMENT 

BY EIRIK EIGLAD 


H alf a century after the ecology movement first 
emerged on the political scene, there is still a pressing 
need to make ecology a political issue. Yes, “ecology” makes 
major headlines, it is on every political party program, and 
markets every thinkable product. Still, making ecology 
genuinely political seems to be another matter altogether. 
What is the political significance of ecology? What does this 
mean for our activism? And what is the relevance of 
democracy for the ecology movement? 

The fact that we face grave environmental problems today 
becomes increasingly obvious to attentive citizens. The 
pollution of the soil and the waters keep apace, so too does 
the emissions of carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide 
—greenhouse gases that trap heat in the atmosphere. 
Indeed, today we face not only pollution of our environments 
and a distressful reduction of biological diversity, but also 
the terrifying prospect of a significantly altered planetary 



climate. 'The warming of the climate system is 
unequivocal," concludes the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) in their September 2013 assessment 
report: "The atmosphere and ocean have warmed, the 
amounts of snow and ice have diminished, sea level has 
risen, and the concentrations of greenhouse gases have 
increased." 

So far, political leaders have failed to rise to the occasion, 
and there is a wide field open for ecological activism today. 
Although no major new ecological movements have stepped 
into the breach, all mainstream environmentalists insist on 
the gravity of our situation. In April 2013, newspapers 
reported that the prominent scientist James Hansen stepped 
down from his job at NASA to work as a full-time activist, to 
pressure governments more forcefully for environmental 
regulations. Hansen is not at all the prototypical radical 
activist, and neither is Nicholas Stern, a former chief 
economist of the World Bank. In 2006, Stern authored the 
UK government-commissioned Stern Review, a report 
warning that the human impact on the global climate was 
"catastrophic." In 2014, with the hindsight of only eight 
years, he said, "I got it wrong on climate change—it's far, far 
worse" than predicted back then. 

The growing awareness that we face grave environmental 
problems, however, seldom rises to a recognition that we are 
in the midst of a full-scale ecological crisis. Still, if we 
consider only the issue of global warming, it is worth noting 
the dramatic shifts in how the scientific community frames 
the problem. Since the IPCC was formed in 1988, every 
report it has published has become more explicit, not only in 
emphasizing the gravity of the situation, but in 
acknowledging that "Human influence on the climate 
system is clear." As probabilities and predictions turn into 



somber realities, it is likely that we will see a radicalization 
of ecology in the years to come. 

Still, even when it is acknowledged that we face an 
ecological crisis today—and not merely a set of 
environmental problems—the underlying carysesof the crisis 
are easily overlooked. Admittedly, it is far easier to focus on 
the symptoms of the crisis than to focus on its structural 
causes. It is, after all, mainly through the effects we 
experience the crisis. On the local level, when we become 
aware of certain consequences of environmentally harmful 
practices, it may be easy to locate its direct causes: a certain 
polluter or a specific practice, or perhaps inadequate 
legislation. But when we assess the overarching global 
challenges, we immediately come up against problems that 
are far more complex and have no simple solutions. We can 
seldom, if ever, assess these more fundamental ecological 
problems in isolation, nor are they strung together in linear 
causal relations—further reflection reveals how seemingly 
unrelated ecological issues constitute a critical totality, and 
that it is the set of problems rather than the sum of 
problems that constitute the ecological crisis we face today. 

Although the crisis expresses itself existentially through 
its consequences, and not its causes, it is toward the causal 
nexus we must direct our attention. Unless we approach 
these root causes head on, it is unlikely that we will be able 
to fend off their many detrimental effects. The strength of 
ecology lays precisely in its focus—indeed, insistence—on 
holism, totality, relationships and interaction. This, it seems 
to me, is precisely what makes ecology so radical. In the 
early 1970s Arne Naess and Murray Bookchin developed 
their respective versions of ecological philosophy, and they 
both emphasized this point. While Naess underscored the 
distinction between “shallow” and “deep” ecology, Bookchin 



argued that the real distinction went between ecology and 
environmentalism. Both insisted that ecology went beyond 
single-issue activism and legislation and they both 
emphasized the need to rethink humanity's basic outlook 
and relationship to nature. 

Ecology, however, is not simply a new outlook, but 
provides the foundations for a coherent social critique. The 
various environmental issues we face comprise a totality 
that reflects society's ability—or inability—to relate to the 
broader natural world. While the deep ecologists claim that 
we all should ask the deeper questions that will reveal the 
warped relationship between humanity and nature, our 
social analyses must not stop short by blaming "humanity" 
or "technology," as deep ecologists too often do; they must 
rather address how humanity is organized and how we use 
technology. Today's ecological problems have their roots in 
more fundamental social conditions; in how we choose to 
organize production, what kind of technologies we use, and 
what leitmotifs we allow to govern our economy. A critical 
role for ecology is to provide the coherent framework for 
interpreting the effects and the symptoms of the current 
ecological crises and to locate their root causes. As soon as 
we go beyond the shallowest forms of environmentalist 
tinkering, we see that the ecological crisis demands distinct 
social imperatives: we must change the ways we live, work, 
and think. This is not just a question about transformation of 
personal values or even of our cultural values, but about 
how our societies are structured and function. 

We must come to recognize the full extent to which we are 
responsible for today's ecological crises, not simply as a 
collection of individuals, but as a culture and as a society. It 
seems to me that even the most rudimentary social analysis 
of the ecological crisis immediately becomes intensely 



political. If we just look at the climate changes we face, 
there is nothing politically neutral about them: they are 
human-induced and they are propelled by powerful 
structural and economic incentives. Today's excessive 
discharge of greenhouse gases pours out of our industrial 
structures and transportation systems. 

To a great extent, therefore, today's ecological crisis is a 
willed development. Not only are the ecological problems 
sanctioned by aggressive social forces, but they are 
produced by strong underlying social dynamics that for the 
most part goes unchallenged. In a world with limited 
resources and fragile balances, it is important for us to 
denude this political will. 

Furthermore, the longer it takes us to recognize the social 
causes of the ecological crisis, the more dramatic changes 
we should expect. The longer we wait, the more acutely 
ecology becomes a social imperative. Still, the most 
immediate task of the ecology movement is not merely to 
fight for specific issues and reforms, but, critically, to 
educate the public about the social and systematic causes 
to environmental dislocations and ecological crises. This 
critical role immediately becomes a political role. In 
providing analysis and reflection we help bring out the 
political implications of the question of ecology. 

To grasp and evaluate the totality of our rupture with the 
natural world remains a critical task for ecology, and we 
direly need new popular movements that pick up the 
ecological challenge and change the destructive course our 
society is on. “Think globally, act locally" remains a sound 
adage, and to this end, I believe, democracy is decisive. 
Solving our ecological problems require political will—and 
action. But before we turn to just how the question of 



democracy is important to the ecology movement, let us 
explore further the social significance of ecology. 


N o matter how much contemporary culture attempts to 
sever our ties to our biological bases—the realm of life 
—a deep and fundamental relationship still exists between 
society and the natural world. In sharp contrast to the 
dominant impulses and economic practices of our time, 
which ceaselessly pit human beings against the non-human 
world, we need to recover the foundations our societies in 
the web of life. This does not mean that we should denigrate 
what is human at the expense of what is natural. Indeed, 
there is even a sense in which we can say that human 
culture is still eminently natural: it has developed out of 
nature and still retains a series of crucial “natural” qualities 
—it is not simply an aberration from evolution. However 
much this is ignored by our societies, we never exist apart 
from the natural world and, in a deep sense, our actions, 
values, and communities should reflect this. The relationship 
between society and nature, however, is neither symmetrical 
nor strictly proportional, and we need to better clarify this 
relationship in order to properly recognize the great 
responsibilities we humans have toward the rest of nature. 
Too often, unfortunately, when ecology attempts to ask the 
“deeper” questions, it conflates social and natural 
categories, and in the process diminishes society's unique 
responsibilities toward the non-human natural world. 

How can we untangle this? First of all, we should make 
clear that our perceptions of the natural world always are 
socially mediated. This does not mean that our perceptions 
of nature is entirely “constructed,” that nature is merely a 
“social construction,” but as long as we have been human 



beings with a language and rudimentary forms of social 
institutions, this has been an inescapable fact. Throughout 
our formative years we are entirely dependent on the care of 
others, not only to survive but also to learn to cope with the 
world, and the extensive rearing and social conditioning we 
undergo by far surpasses all other animals. This means that 
however much we may cherish the individual experience of 
nature, nobody confronts nature as a mere individual. We 
need not invoke Wittgenstein's private language argument 
to recognize that we are essentially cultured beings. Sea 
turtles may live twice as long as human beings, but they 
never encounter the world the way we do. 

More important, however, is the fact that our encounter 
with nature is not merely the sum of our individual human 
actions. On the contrary, our interaction is primarily 
collective and systematic: it takes the form of highly 
complex transportation systems, the extraction of oil, gas, 
and metals, or of industrial workshops, mono-crops, trawl 
fishing, and cruise ships. It is above all as a society that we 
relate to the natural world. Although we may—and should— 
individually seek to reduce or change our consumption 
patterns there is only so much individual changes can do. 
We need to move toward a society that is not only 
“sustainable," but genuinely ecological, and this 
transformation will, above all, require a vigorous collective 
effort. 

Now, there is a crucial and inescapable relationship 
between society and nature, but our analyses suffer greatly 
if we fail to properly distinguish between the different 
realms in order to advance an ecological politics. There are 
no direct links from “ecology" to “politics"—we need to 
define both of these words. I will not discuss here the fact 
that much of what passes today as Green politics is 



essentially technocratic and conformist, and not ecological 
in any meaningful sense; I am more troubled by the fact that 
more radical forms of “ecological politics" often fail to 
develop progressive social alternatives. It seems to me that 
this failure stems from theoretical mistakes that, put 
simplistically, fall into one of two categories. The first 
mistake is to import too much “nature" into the social realm, 
to assign too great a role for biology in determining social 
relations. If we allow seemingly essential biological 
categories to define social obligations and our “human 
nature" we lose what is humanity's most valuable 
contribution to the world of life, namely our cultured 
rationality and capacity for ethical deliberation in human 
collectives. Human communities and culture allow for a 
whole new realm of agency that supersedes each 
individual's biological makeup. The fact that this capacity is 
to a great extent denied to most of our communities and 
citizens today does not invalidate the point: on the contrary, 
it should strengthen our resolve to reshape our societies to 
make room for the blossoming of ethics. But a 
sociobiological approach can only create real or artificial 
links between various individuals and their biological 
nature, and cannot in any meaningful sense speak about 
human culture and social institutions, technology, and 
infrastructure. For this reason it greatly diminishes our 
chances of developing a new ecological ethics and a new 
society. Sociobiology is not social ecology. 

On the other hand, it is also a mistake to turn this relation 
on its head, by assigning social functions and qualities to 
bees, wolves, horses, and turtles—or to rivers, mountains, 
and the moon, for that matter. This is what many deep 
ecologists do when they seek to point out the affinities we 
have to nonhuman beings. But we cannot use distinct social 



terms—like “welfare,” “rights,” “education,” “oppression,” or 
“hierarchy”—to define relationships in nature, without losing 
much of what are distinctly human approaches to reality. 
This is to export too much of our social categories into the 
realm of nature, and would be a form of “biosociology.” Too 
often contemporary environmental ethics, in its drive to 
reintegrate human beings into the natural world, commits 
this error. If we anthropomorphically project human qualities 
onto other organisms and biological communities, we also 
lose a sense of what are genuinely evolutionary advances in 
human culture, and the creative role we can play in the web 
of life. If we project what is essentially human or social terms 
to explain nature we not only fail to understand the 
organism or ecocommunity in question—on its own terms— 
but we undercut the need and the possibility of recreating 
our societies along humanistic and ecological lines. The 
problem here is not the benign intentions behind calling for, 
say, “earth citizenship,” but the implicit premises that 
devalue the human capacity for consciously and collectively 
reshaping their social world. 

Social ecologists claim that we need an ecological society 
with new political institutions to counter the ecological 
crises, but this does not mean that “ecology” prescribes 
certain political institutions that are “naturally ordained.” 
The Enlightenment got rid of the notion of The Great Chain 
of Being, and we don't want it back. Ecology should be 
critical towards “biologistic” approaches that essentialize 
“human nature” and claim we are on par with other life 
forms. We are biological beings, to be sure, but more than 
that, we are social beings, expressing socially determined— 
and deternnining—af^ency. We relate to nature above all as 
society, through a set of economic, political, and cultural 
practices. And, although there is not a direct relation 



between ecology and a certain cultural practice, we must 
understand just how we came to turn vast stretches of fertile 
land into concrete, steel and glass, or to burning oil wells 
and mop the sea bottom with gigantic trawls. It certainly 
isn't simply the result of thoughtlessness and it isn't 
because these practices are somehow implanted in our 
genes. 

To say that our relationship to nature is always socially 
mediated, however, is not to diminish the importance of 
acquiring an ecological sensibility or new ecological 
institutions, but to assert that there are no foundations for a 
“biocentric democracy" or for a "council of all beings"—nor 
can there ever be one. Thinkers that advance these ideas 
debase the great democratic traditions and the hard-won 
rights to assemble, deliberate, and participate in political 
life and its institutions. There is no link, we need to make 
that link; but making this link cannot be simply one of 
extending social categories to the natural world. 

So, to sum up, what is the deeper relationship between 
"democracy" and "nature"? There is none: we cannot find 
any democratic political systems in the natural world, nor 
can we find civic ideals or even any kind of egalitarian 
politics there. Only in human societies will we find 
democracies, republics, and monarchies. These are social 
terms that refer to specific sets of social relations and 
distinct human political institutions. The fact that there is 
continuity between society and nature does not warrant the 
direct leap from an ecological outlook to prescriptions of 
political ideals. If only for this reason, a straightforward 
comparison between "democracy and nature" is flawed. 

To claim simplistically that there is an intrinsic relation 
between democracy and nature is misleading, but there is 
yet another sense in which democracy is crucial for the 



ecology movement. Indeed, social ecologists insist that 
there is a connection between political democracy and 
ecological activism. 

A lthough there is no direct link between the realm of 
nature and our political structures, the very idea of the 
earth's "carrying capacity" and "limits to growth" suggests 
that there is something inherently anti-ecological about the 
way contemporary society is organized. Ecology's demands 
for balance and reciprocity stand in marked contrast to 
senseless accumulation and production for profit, the ethos 
of the prevailing society. In a society propelled by incessant 
growth, competition, and cold instrumentalism, it should be 
easy to discern the radical implications of ecology. 

But how does this relate to democracy? Of course, there is 
an immediate, practical sense that the political dimension of 
ecology is relevant for our activism, and that concerns how 
popular movements can use democratic structures, 
traditions, and processes to educate citizens about 
ecological ideas as well as mobilize around ecological issues. 

The institutions and processes of democracy—however 
broad we define it—offer a range of possibilities for popular 
movements who seek to mobilize support for ecological 
causes. It is not only a way to reach people and to throw 
numbers on the political scale: by appealing to the 
democratic tendencies and traditions within our societies we 
garner moral legitimacy to our movements' demands. 
Creative use of democracy offers not only possibilities for 
mobilizing on a far broader scale than can be done through 
parliamentary means and lobbyism; it offers possibilities of 
mobilizing in a more profound sense, to mobilize active 
citizens rather than passive voters or consumers. If we hold 



that every citizen is an ecological agent—that each and 
every one of us should reconsider our relationship to nature 
and contribute to social change—we should not consider 
citizens to be mere numbers that can be rallied behind any 
given cause, and this outlook should be reflected in our 
mobilizing practices. For popular mobilization, democracy is 
invaluable. 

This brings us to the next point: how we should use 
democracy to spread an ecological culture. Popular 
education is crucial for achieving the far-reaching social 
changes needed to avert ecological crises or breakdown. 
Education, here, must mean more than formal “education,” 
it should not refer to the mere accumulation of facts or 
professional training, but be understood as an intellectual 
and emotional upbringing, a cultured way of reorienting 
ourselves and developing a responsible interaction with 
each other and the natural world. 

Our movements must seek to create an ecological culture, 
and to this end I believe there are inspiring historical 
parallels to how the workers' movement tried to cultivate 
social consciousness through the development of a working 
class culture, not only in radical Vienna or revolutionary 
Barcelona, but even everywhere social democracy grew 
strong. Here, social consciousness always went together with 
new social institutions. These institutions were not only 
concerned with production and distribution; they also 
engaged in education, music and sports, everything that 
contributed to building class-consciousness and self- 
confidence. Although the ecology movement should have a 
more sophisticated concept of democracy than social 
democracy ever had, there is much to learn from the 
aspirations and the trajectories of socialist class 
organization. 



Now, to be sure, it is difficult to spread ecological 
consciousness in an age of commodification and 
consumerism. Stepping out of the manufactured consumer 
culture in “advanced” capitalist countries requires almost 
superhuman efforts, and we can hardly blame people for not 
being able to resist the massive pressure to conform. Living 
a genuinely ecological life today is perhaps as difficult as 
preaching atheism in the Middle Ages. If only for this reason, 
initiating the necessary social and ecological changes and 
policies requires a collective effort. The ecology movement 
needs to find new arenas for working together in community. 

At the municipal and regional level, democratic 
institutions offer such arenas. They are not the only 
potential arenas for collective activism and community, but 
democracy, in its direct and participatory sense, is an 
unrivalled means for empowering people, even on a large 
scale. Making people feel that their actions actually mean 
something is important to create a popular culture for 
ecological transition. Few things are more important to 
generate self-confidence and empowerment than actual 
power. Today, in our “democracies,” our political 
involvement mostly generates the opposite sentiment; it 
merely confirms how powerless we are. This experience can 
surely give us important political lessons, but nothing beats 
real empowerment: the possibility to really make a 
difference, and actively contribute in shaping our society's 
destiny. 

Whenever we engage with an issue we should use 
democracy to mobilize, educate, and empower common 
people—after all, empowered as citizens they will play the 
major role in the ecological transition we envision. We need 
to use democratic arenas—existing ones as well as emerging 
ones—to raise ecological awareness and advance struggles. 



Indeed, we should work methodically to expand democracy 
wherever and whenever this is possible, and all these arenas 
should be exploited to create an ecological opposition in 
political life. We should appeal to ordinary people's will and 
capacity to do something about today's ecological impasse. 
More democracy, I believe, means that society at large will 
be all the more responsive to an ecological movement able 
and willing to engage the public arena. Now, this may sound 
too “tactical" to many activists in the ecology movement, 
and, although this approach may offer some strategic 
political advantages in undermining the powers that be, this 
is really not the main reason we should strive to invigorate 
and expand democracy. Democracy is vital to the ecology 
movement for an even more profound reason. 

Beyond the practical level of education, mobilization, and 
empowerment, ecology must be able to catch our 
imagination in a tangible sense. To achieve this, we must 
open up society and make it possible for people to dream 
about what an ecological society would be like. There is a 
sense in which ecology must be allowed a central part in our 
collective dreams, and democracy will help us make this 
possible. 

In reharmonizing our relationship to the natural world, we 
must never underestimate the power of our imagination. 
Indeed, to make ethical judgments we must be able to 
imagine what ought to be. This, of course, by no means 
implies a disregard for the very real material factors that 
condition our lives and the structural limitations to the 
choices we are able to make. Still, our imagination may 
heighten our sensitivity toward ethics, toward imagining 
society as it could be and can become. There is a dialectical 
element in all historical development. The power of 
dialectics lies in its systematical ethical contrast between 



“what is" and “what ought to be," and such a dialectical 
imagination will not only be important for cultivating a new 
sensitivity toward the world, but is an essential element of 
social critique, or even of critical thought as such. It was in 
this sense Russian radical Alexander Herzen enthusiastically 
termed the Hegelian dialectic “the algebra of revolution." 
Dialectics, to be sure, is not a magical formula, or even a 
rigid methodology, but it yields an ethical sensitivity toward 
what does not yet exist but is a latent rational possibility 
within a given culture and its history. Dialectics operates in 
the fertile intellectual borderlands of reason and 
imagination. From this perspective, it makes sense to claim 
that the whole point of culture must be to create a space for 
collective self-reflection, to cultivate human deliberation and 
creativity, and here the idea of democracy plays a role. I 
believe that a participatory democracy could provide an 
institutional framework that makes such collective 
intellectual cultivation possible. Democracy opens society to 
critical self-reflection and focuses our collective attention. To 
achieve this, the ecology movement is in a unique historical 
position: it can help raise social awareness and advance 
ecological struggles, and, above all, help redefine what the 
good life really is, and, in the process, significantly raise the 
bar of human expectation. 

S ocial ecology envisions a radical transformation of 
social structures. Not because it is prescribed by 
evolution, but because it—if anything—is “prescribed" by 
the history of human society itself. We believe in an 
ecological transformation of society, but one that is fueled 
by eliciting and evaluating progressive and civilizing traits 
in our common history. Paradoxically, then, we seek to make 



society become more ecological precisely by making it more 
social and distinctly human. Underlying this is a sense that 
society is less than rational today, that we are less than 
human. 

It is from this social analysis that we draw a radical 
political program that advances both structural changes as 
well as a liberatory agenda in its own right. Still, social 
ecology is not a creed, a doctrine that sets it squarely off 
from the rest of the ecology movement. As I see it, it 
certainly is a distinct way of approaching ecological issues, 
but the whole ecology movement is potentially social if it 
acknowledges and analyzes the social roots of the ecological 
crisis. What is distinct, however, is our vision of an 
ecological society. We hold that an ecological society would 
be a fundamentally ethical society, and it seems we can only 
shape an ethical society by learning from the history of 
human consociation. In order to nurture social ecological 
reintegration, we seek to bring ethics to the forefront of 
society, which means that we seek to cultivate reason, 
dialogue, and common moral concerns. 

Still, to be very specific, there are two areas that may 
provide concrete arenas for ecological activism; arenas that 
have value in themselves and that can be expanded in a 
broader democratic sense. First, as I have already indicated, 
we need to defend and expand political systems that allow 
for civic commitment, responsibility, and deliberation: in 
short, we need democracy. It should be redefined, to be 
sure, but it will provide the structure for an open and 
generous society. The idea here is not only to give us a 
better position on the game board, but also to change the 
very rules of the game. 

Second, we need to defend and expand the commons. As 
with political democracy, all countries have different 



traditions in this regard, but there seems to me there are 
something to build upon in every region of the world. Garret 
Hardin's much-maligned “tragedy of the commons" 
presupposes that the commons are cultural wastelands, 
accessed by purely self-serving individuals. But this is not 
what the commons usually are. They are natural and cultural 
assets that can and should be placed under political control. 
Moreover, to politicize the commons is not to deny them 
their importance, quite to the contrary. Expanding the 
commons will increase municipal or regional control over 
natural resources and greatly bolster a burgeoning direct 
democracy. Democracy should not only signify the political 
institutions of a given society, but also its capacity for 
controlling its economic life. In this sense it is important that 
the ecology movement also seek to reclaim popular control 
over the means of production, of natural resources, and 
society's technological capacities. 

In furthering this dialogue, we should encourage citizens 
to become involved in advancing the ecological agenda. 
This does not mean that we should naively believe that we 
are “all in the same boat." Many work actively against an 
ecological transition. Furthermore, it seems obvious to me 
that if our ecological problems are caused by structural 
dynamics and social organization, then the defenders of 
these structures and this organization are morally 
responsible for the ecologically destructive consequences. 
Some have vested interests in the economic and political 
system, or benefit in other way from social injustice and 
exploitation. Creating popular assemblies and regional 
councils does not remove conflict from society, nor should 
we ever want that. Again, we seek to advance democracy in 
order to bring these conflicts to the front of social 
development, to make the issues and choices we face plain 



for all to see. Society must be rearranged so that civic and 
ecological movements and initiatives can come forward, 
bring the discussion to the forefront of society's agenda, and 
wrest power away from the powerful elites that sanction 
today's destructive course. 

A basic tenet in social ecology is that our idea of 
dominating nature will not end before we end social 
domination. It is now possible to imagine a world that is free 
of material want and free of social oppression and 
exploitation. ButW: will require a soc/a/ecology movement, a 
movement that insists on both the ecological dimension of 
its social program and the social dimension of its ecological 
program. It is by becoming genuinely social that the ecology 
movement can contribute to reharmonize the relationship 
between society and the natural world. 


E cology may be all over the news, but it has yet to come 
to the center of public attention; it has yet to be the 
defining feature of our society and its policies. Although 
ecology may be “popular" in a superficial sense, we need to 
ensure that it becomes meaningful in a profound ethical as 
well as political sense. This, I believe, can only be done if we 
work to change our society in a way that makes ecological 
concerns directly meaningful to people where they live and 
work. To be sure, we need to combat ecological degradations 
and impose firm restrictions on pollution and exploitation, 
but we can only advance genuine ecological reintegration of 
our societies if we implement these changes on a regional 
level, and as part of a broader program for social 
emancipation, where people are recognized as ecological 
agents and empowered in a way that makes it at all possible 
for them to take responsibility for our common future. 



These solutions may be radical, but their relevance cannot 
but increase. The further we postpone social change and 
allow the crisis to unfold, the more drastic the social 
imperatives will become. It seems to me that the 
exponential nature of the ecological crisis necessarily will 
radicalize itself and demand fundamental changes not only 
in our values and behaviors, but also in how our societies are 
structured. In this respect the political significance of 
ecology cannot be overestimated. 

Unfortunately, however, we have no guarantees that such 
a radicalization will lead to social emancipation. Ecology 
may instead inform a dystopian social vision, one that 
eschews democratic solutions. “Ecology” may come to mean 
“necessitarian,” and “collective” may come to mean 
“totalitarian”—this happened to socialism, and the historical 
analogies here are striking. Indeed, the above-mentioned 
Stern Review concluded that even from a conventional 
economical perspective it will simply be too expensive for 
our societies to go on with politics as usual: it argued that 
the increasing ecological dislocations will eventually throw 
our societies into deep recessions and economic crises. The 
outcome of these crises is not given—they may give rise to 
socialisms as well as fascisms, and to democracies as well as 
dictatorships. The ecology movement must therefore have 
inscribed on its banners more than an end to our 
exploitation of the natural world and a restoration of 
ecological balance—it must place trust and collective 
responsibility in new participatory, civic institutions. If we 
want our notions of ecology to be guided by the fecundity, 
generosity, and diversity of the natural world, I believe we 
must work to ensure that democracy remains at the forefront 
of the ecology movement. 



The question of democracy is also relevant for the ecology 
movement on a more practical level, in ensuring the 
transition to an ecological society. It is interesting, here, to 
note that among the four scenarios that were presented in 
the Millennium Assessment Report, the one scenario, in its 
prognoses, that yielded the most positive pragmatic results 
—the “adapting mosaic" scenario—was also the one that 
was the most democratic; indeed, it comes very close to a 
social ecological vision of regional development. This 
scenario and this vision, however, exists only in the 
prognoses and is not yet on the political agenda. 
Additionally, the Millennium Assessment Report points to 
two things that we must have in mind. First, that we need to 
be most conscious about the actual alternatives our 
societies face before the crises intensify. Second, that the 
most promising perspectives, like that of the "adaptive 
mosaic," will not come about by themselves. While the 
technocratic, elitist, and "free trade" solutions may all be 
implemented far above our heads, the development of such 
an adaptive mosaic model, at least one that is compatible 
with a participatory democracy, will to a great extent 
depend on oryractions and our involvement. 

In order to combat ecological—and social—degradation, it 
could very well turn out that democracy is the most 
important "political tool" we have at our disposal. Indeed, I 
would insist that the more successful we are in advancing a 
liberatory social program, the better suited we will become 
to counter the demands of the ecological crises. The crises 
will demand their toll, and we are best equipped to meet 
these challenges together, as a genuinely democratic—and 
ecological—society. 



EVERYTHING DEPENDS 
ON WHAT PEOPLE ARE 
CAPABLE OF WANTING 


BY DAN CHODORKOFF 


S ocial ecology is a utopian project. But we believe in the 
reality of utopia. Of course, social ecologists use the 
word in part as a provocation. For most people, I think, 
utopia is a pejorative term. In common usage we may say 
that something is utopian and mean quite simply that 
something is impossible, it's unachievable; it's a cloud 
cuckoo land, a total fantasy. This common use of the term 
makes it is very easy to fall into that mindset and dismiss 
utopia as unrealistic and irrelevant. 

But when social ecologists use the word utopia, we use it 
in a very different sense. To understand the utopian 
dimension of our project, we need to go back to the 
etymology of the term. Sir Thomas More coined the word in 
1516, when he wrote the book Utopia. He was someone who 
loved wordplay, and he identified the word utopia as having 



two sources, both from the ancient Greek. The first was the 
word outopia, which means “no place." This is the sense in 
which the word is primarily used today. But the other was 
the word eutopia, which means “the good place." It is in that 
second sense we should use the word, and I would urge us 
now to rehabilitate that term. Ever since the ancient Greeks, 
utopia as the idea of “the good place" has played a very 
important role in social thought; it has been the standard 
against which the existing society is judged, and something 
worth striving for. That is to say that utopia has been both a 
form of thinking about current social problems and 
critiquing existing conditions and about projecting into the 
future a good place, a better society. 

Of course, it is not difficult to find many problematic 
aspects within the history of utopias and utopian literature. 
One can review them and see that many of them indeed 
represent the old adage that one person's utopia is another 
person's hell. Utopian visions tend to be very idiosyncratic; 
they may reflect the likes and the dislikes of a given 
historical individual. At the same time, to be sure, these 
literary utopias may, and often do, incorporate many 
progressive elements, but they nonetheless come from the 
mind of one person. There is, however, another tradition of 
social utopias that are born out of the experiences of a group 
of people working together not just to imagine a new future 
but to actualize that future, and that's the utopian tradition I 
would like to connect us to. 

Utopia is important because it is a way of thinking about 
the future that transcends the given. It enables us to think 
beyond what is and conceptualize what could be, or even 
what should be. There is of course a danger that we may 
overfly in that process, that we let our imaginations run wild, 
and design a utopia that defies the laws of physics, or of 



chemistry or of biology. We can even prophesy, as Charles 
Fourier famously did, that the seas would eventually lose 
their salinity and turn to lemonade. But at its most profound, 
utopia is an expression of real, existing potentialities in our 
own society. 

These potentialities may be difficult to see because so 
much of our experience is colored by the hegemonic nature 
of our own culture. Today, it is hard to even think beyond, 
say, our notion of human nature. We live in a capitalist 
society where we are told the essence of our human nature 
to be greedy, acquisitive, and violent, and that these are all 
innate human traits. Capitalism, it is argued, is a system that 
allows us to express these very natural tendencies and to be 
competitive. Well, these capacities are certainly part of the 
broader human potential, or of human nature, if you like. But 
anthropologists no longer speak of a narrowly defined 
human nature. Nowadays, anthropologists use concepts that 
refer to a broad spectrum of behaviors that represent the 
human potential, and we determine that by looking not just 
at our own society, but also at societies that preceded us. 
These societies would often allow other aspects of the 
human potential to come to the fore, and we still see those 
elements present in our own society. Nurturing, caring, 
sharing, and mutualism; they are all part of our heritage, 
part of our common humanity. Today, our particular society 
de-emphasizes those elements, but if we are thinking in 
terms of a utopia that seeks to actualize real existing 
potentialities we can draw on those elements and develop 
them socially. They make it possible for us to think about a 
world organized along very different lines. 

Furthermore, to address the ecological crisis that we find 
ourselves in, I would argue that we have to recognize first of 
all that it is a social crisis. It is not a crisis that was created 



by non-human nature; it is a crisis that was created by the 
institutions and organizational forms we allow to dominate 
our society. The economic and political institutions that 
govern our lives cause this crisis, and we have a 
responsibility to change them, we can choose to change this 
society. 

The Italian anarchist Errico Malatesta said, “Everything 
depends on what people are capable of wanting." There is a 
basic truth to this statement. Today, we are so limited in our 
ability to think about what we want by what is, that we often 
forget what could be. And we need to recapture that sense 
of what could be; we need to recapture an imaginary that 
can help to guide us toward a more ecological and just 
future. If we fail to do that, I fear we face a very bleak future. 
If we take the approach of systems theory, which most 
futurists follow, in simply projecting what is out into the 
future, we look at a very dismal picture. But if instead we 
look at elements in our society today that could be teased 
out, that could be elaborated and made real, it is not that 
hard to imagine a very different future. And, with that vision 
in mind, we can begin to create that different future. This is, 
ultimately, what utopia is all about: it is about not just 
imagining, not just theorizing, but of actualizing a new 
society. In light of the current crises, social ecologists 
suggest that this should be a society based on a very 
different set of principles. 

Social ecology has a very specific view about how those 
principles should be derived and what they should be. The 
vision of social ecology is to re-harmonize people and 
society with the rest of the natural world. We understand 
people as a part of the natural world, but we have specific 
characteristics that give us the ability to influence the 
environment, to effect and even change the environment in 



either constructive or destructive ways. This capacity 
differentiates us from the rest of the natural world. 

But when we look at natural history and the process of 
evolution—which for social ecology is how we constitute 
nature—we can tease out a series of principles that may 
help us. Indeed, I believe there are some tendencies in 
nature that need to inform our vision of the future, if our 
goal is to re-harmonize people and nature. Those principles 
should be founded on the fact that in ecosystems there are 
no hierarchies; nature is non-hierarchical. It is more 
appropriate to say that nature is mutualistic and that there 
are interdependencies throughout the natural systems. 
When we speak of the lion as the “King of Beasts" or the ant 
as "the lowly ant," we are really projecting our own social 
structures onto nature, they don't exist there. In a very 
fundamental sense, these are mutually dependent 
organisms. Ants help decompose all of the vegetable matter 
and they play a crucial role even in the rain forests: a wealth 
of ant species provide the nutrients for the plant life that 
then support the herbivores which in turn are preyed by the 
carnivores, by the big cats. The fact is that the lion couldn't 
exist without the ant. And none of us could exist without the 
blue-green algae in the oceans that produce 80 percent of 
the oxygen on our planet. So that very interdependency, 
that mutualism, very clearly comes through our observations 
of the natural world, and it should inform our visions of an 
ecological society. 

Within nature we also see a principle called unity in 
diversity. We can see that the natural eco-systems that have 
the greatest possibility of thriving and surviving are systems 
that have the greatest number of species interacting. If we 
look at a rainforest or an estuary, or a corral reef, they are 
very complex eco-systems with many different species at 



every trophic level. In these environments we see that even 
if one of those species should experience a tremendous 
decline or even extinction, there are other species that can 
take over the role that it played. Complex eco-systems 
maintain balance and in that way. Unity in diversity is a very 
important ecological principle, because it allows for 
ecosystems to enrich themselves and support many 
different kinds of life. 

We also see a related tendency toward diversity in natural 
evolution; to be sure, there has been not a steady 
incremental movement, and there have certainly been ups 
and downs, but overall, there has been an undeniable 
increase in diversity and complexity. According to the 
general idea of Darwinian evolution, life began as single-cell 
organisms and has elaborated out into much more complex 
forms of life. This suggests that within nature, within the 
course of natural evolution itself, there is a distinct tendency 
toward ever-greater diversity, ever-greater complexity, and 
ever-greater degrees of self-consciousness, and ultimately, 
freedom. These are all principles that social ecology draws 
on to inform its utopian vision, keeping in mind that our goal 
is to re-harmonize people and nature. I believe that this 
gives us a solid basis for creating a set of principles that we 
can orient our actions toward, but I would, however, suggest 
that the concept of utopia is most powerful when we 
understand it not as a blueprint, not as a design in which 
every detail is worked out, but rather as a set of principles. 
The principles suggested here can then be used to orient our 
actions here and now. 

Utopia plays a very important role; indeed, it plays a 
number of important roles. First of all it gives us a vision of 
what we might want to achieve some day. That is crucial 
because without a vision of where we want to go, we will 



have no way of knowing whether we are moving in the right 
direction or not. This is another aspect of utopia that is very 
important, it allows us to analyze our actions, the seemingly 
small steps that we begin to take today. Obviously it will be 
in process of one step after another that moves us toward 
utopia, but it allows us to understand whether those steps 
are taking us in the direction we want to go or are actually 
moving us somewhere else. Having a vision is also important 
because it provides a point of inspiration. It's important for 
people to have something that represents their highest 
aspirations, rather than having to accept the lowest common 
denominator that our society hands us today. We need to be 
able to want something worth wanting. We should take 
Malatesta's words to heart and be bold when we set our 
social aims. To create a genuinely ecological society, we 
need to want something qualitatively different from what we 
have today and utopia can help us maintain that vision. It 
can inspire us to maintain our efforts over the long haul, 
which is necessary because we are not involved in a short¬ 
term project: after all, we are never going to actually 
achieve utopia. Indeed, with all this in mind, we can deal 
with the concept of utopia on a more mature level and then I 
definitely think it is worth also retaining the other aspect of 
utopia—that it is “no place"— that it is unachievable, and I 
am convinced that this is actually one of its strengths. We 
are not going to achieve some ultimate end. As we approach 
our vision, this vision, hopefully, recedes to a new horizon; it 
evolves and becomes more sophisticated. From the 
perspective of social ecology, utopia is not something static, 
it is not a final state, and it can never be fully achieved. 

Social ecology does have a particular utopian vision, and 
that is a non-hierarchical society based on the principles of 
communal self-management, participatory democracy, and 



cultural diversity. We envisage a decentralized and balanced 
society, where all the various social functions that are now 
compartmentalized, specialized, and blown up to a gigantic 
scale, would be integrated into a community life. Our vision 
of an ecological community is one that integrates 
agriculture, industry, art, spirituality—indeed, all aspects of 
society—on a scale that is accessible to all and encourages 
genuinely democratic forms of government. 

I know these ideas may sound like a complete fantasy, 
and perhaps as the unachievable cloud cuckoo land of 
utopia. But if we begin to think through these ideas 
carefully, and if we begin to work systematically, I am sure 
we will come to see their relevance. If we start to transform 
our communities and work toward an ecological society, we 
need an approach that can meld bold utopian theories with 
real political practice. 

We need to meld theory with practice, and that practice 
has to develop on a variety of levels. Very importantly today, 
we see the need for protest and resistance. We need to raise 
our voices and say “no!” to those who will befoul the planet, 
to those that would pollute the oceans, to those who would 
bring about climate change. We have to be willing to 
confront the powers that are responsible for those 
developments. Those who hold power—economic and 
political power—determine the course of the world today. We 
must be willing to confront them: the politicians and the 
political system, the vested interests and the corporations. It 
is simply not true that we are all greedy consumers and 
that's why we are in this mess. In fact, there is a corporate 
agenda that has given us very few options in terms of 
consumption and production patterns; it has determined for 
us the kinds of actions we can take. While it is vitally 
important that we all take personal responsibility for our 



actions, there are larger actors out there who have much 
greater responsibility, and they should be confronted. At the 
same time, is not enough to just say no, we also have to 
create social and political alternatives. We must have a 
vision of what should be, but we also need to start building 
what should be, beginning today, where we are now. To 
achieve this, we also need to operate on the political level, 
to systematically create a new form of politics. 

Once we start to get politically involved our own 
communities with the aim of creating an ecological society, 
we are already engaging in a dauntingly ambitious project. 
It may seem unnecessary and counterproductive to move 
our ultimate political aspirations even further away from the 
actual society in which we live. But I believe that a sober 
utopianism would make our burden easier to carry, it would 
be far easier for us to cope with the fact that what is does 
not at all correspond with what should be. The realities we 
have to politically orient ourselves in today do not have to 
shackle our dreams and fetter our aspirations: we can create 
a better future. 

Social ecologists seek to create a politics that not only 
mobilizes people, but that also engages their imagination 
and their aspirations. Our utopia is not any one individual's 
blueprint: it will emerge from a collective process. We should 
all help define what the good society would be like, and how 
we can possibly achieve it. Together. Because everything 
depends on what people are capable of wanting. 



CLIMATE CHANGE AS A 
DEMOCRATIC CHALLENGE 

BY BRIAN TOKAR 


I n September of 2014, 400,000 people filled the streets of 
New York City, demanding a more urgent response to the 
global climate crisis. People of all ages and ethnic 
backgrounds, and from many diverse walks of life, were 
among the exuberant and determined participants in this 
historic gathering, deemed the People's Climate March. It 
was the largest political demonstration in the US since 
President George W. Bush was preparing to invade Iraq in 
2003, and by an order of magnitude the largest 
environmental protest in more than forty years. 

Busloads of marchers came to New York from every part of 
the US on that inspiring day; there was even a train to bring 
people from the West Coast. Many came prepared with 
homemade signs, and some with elaborate costumes and 
parade floats, seeking to dramatize the ways their 
communities are affected by climate disruptions, as well as 
the particular solutions they favored. Indigenous peoples. 



peace activists, advocates for women's rights, opponents of 
fracking for gas and oil, and adherents of several religious 
traditions were only a few of the most prominent 
contingents. 

One significant bloc, including representatives of 
organized labor, gathered around the slogan, “System 
Change, Not Climate Change," which had first appeared on 
the streets of Copenhagen five years earlier during a rather 
more optimistic time in the evolution of global climate 
policies. On the Monday morning following the march, 
thousands of activists with a view toward the underlying, 
systemic roots of the climate crisis converged near Wall 
Street to obstruct business as usual in New York's fabled 
financial district. Both events demonstrated an increasing 
breadth and depth of climate concern among the population 
of a country that has long been a significant obstacle to 
international climate diplomacy. 

It has become a matter of everyday wisdom for scientists 
and activists alike that global climate change is the defining 
issue of our time. Disruption of the earth's climate patterns, 
mainly due to over a century of emissions of carbon dioxide 
from fossil fuel combustion and related technologies, has 
become a central challenge for human societies worldwide, 
and also for the continued practice of democracy. Indeed, 
with some weather extremes exceeding anything 
experienced in the entire history of human civilization, 
several prominent voices have come to question the survival 
of civilization itself. 

In the US, advocates for a “Deep Green Resistance" argue 
that the preservation of biodiversity is inherently 
incompatible with civilization as we know it. In the UK, a 
group known as Dark Mountain offers a more contemplative 
outlook, but similarly suggests that human civilizations are 



likely doomed to collapse. Even Noam Chomsky, the world- 
renowned scholar and social critic, argued in a recent 
column that the coincidence of massive climate disruptions 
and an increasingly out-of-control militarism suggests a 
fundamental challenge to civilization such as we have not 
experienced since the Middle Ages or even mythical times. -Z 
In a cultural climate of widespread despair, and a pervasive 
dystopianism in popular culture, it is often challenging to 
identify more promising and politically forward-looking 
approaches. 2 

When mainstream media address the issue, the focus is 
most often on the ever-increasing scientific evidence for 
anthropogenic climate disruptions. Studies of melting 
glaciers, rising sea levels, and threats to charismatic Arctic 
species such as polar bears still tend to dominate the 
headlines. As essential as it is for the public to remain 
abreast of such developments, the climate dimensions of 
more immediate human problems often remain hidden. Most 
notable among these is the dramatic rise in extreme weather 
events, which have become the “new normal" worldwide and 
now threaten ways of life that some cultures have sustained 
for millennia. 

Over the past decade, devastating patterns of floods, 
droughts, wildfires and other catastrophic weather events 
have disrupted life on every continent. They 
disproportionately impact the people who are most 
vulnerable, and who also contribute the least to the 
excessive emissions of greenhouse gases that lie at the 
heart of the problem. This is the core, underlying message of 
climate justice, a theme to which we will return shortly. 
Accelerating weather catastrophes mainly affect the earth's 
most remote regions, but in recent years they have begun to 
affect people and ecosystems nearly everywhere. 


The names of some of the most notable events lie deep 
within everyone's memory now; in the US these include 
Hurricane Katrina, which drowned the city of New Orleans in 
2005, and Tropical Storm Sandy, which devastated coastal 
communities in the New York metropolitan area and beyond 
in 2012. Droughts and massive wildfires have become an 
annual occurrence in much of the American West: the 
agricultural zones of California are rapidly running out of 
water and frequent, sometimes untamable wildfires have 
spread from the desert Southwest into the temperate 
rainforests of the Pacific Northwest. 

The consequences are far more severe throughout the 
global South. The California drought pales in comparison to 
the drought that has plagued the Horn of Africa for many 
years now, forcing hundreds of thousands of people to flee 
their parched fields for refugee camps and urban slums in 
Kenya and beyond. When the Indus River in the heart of 
Pakistan overflowed its banks in 2010, it flooded a fifth of 
that country's landmass. Neighborhoods in major South 
Asian cities, from Bangkok to Jakarta, have flooded in recent 
years. On the eve of 2013's UN climate conference in 
Warsaw, Typhoon Haiyan became the most powerful tropical 
storm ever to reach landfall, devastating scores of Philippine 
islands. Catastrophic early December typhoons in the 
Philippines have become a nearly annual occurrence. 

O f course there still remains some scientific uncertainty 
around the climate dimensions of specific weather 
events; the analysis required to determine how particular 
events are shaped by longer-term trends is exacting and 
often still controversial, even among climate scientists. But a 
few basic facts are clear. First, it is a fundamental physical 



fact that warm air holds more moisture. Atmospheric water 
vapor has increased by 4 percent since the 1970s, 
amplifying precipitation and storms by 5-10 percent. 3 
Clouds accumulate more water over a longer period of time 
and have more water to release when conditions are finally 
ripe for rainfall. The 2014 US National Climate Assessment 
reported that a consistently higher proportion of 
precipitation now falls in the form of very heavy storms, up 
to a 71 percent increase in the northeastern US compared to 
twentieth century norms. 4 

Second, the turbulent weather we are now experiencing is 
precisely what climate scientists have been predicting for 
several decades, based upon increasingly sophisticated 
computer models of the global climate. Climatologist James 
Hansen describes the continuing shift away from the 
relatively stable climate state that prevailed for much of 
human history as analogous to playing a game with loaded 
dice. 3 Nearly thirty years have passed since the world has 
experienced a single month that averaged below normal in 
temperature based on twentieth century norms. 3 The 
parallel and consistent predictions of various climate models 
strengthen the case that extreme weather is significantly 
the result of a changing climate. 

Third, several studies have set out to precisely calculate 
the actual contribution of global climate shifts to specific 
weather events. One of the first detailed studies, which 
appeared in the prestigious journal Nature in early 2011, 
examined the climate component of a series of catastrophic 
floods in England and Wales during the autumn of 2000. The 
study took ten years to complete and mobilized a vast 
network of volunteers to offer surplus time on their home 
and office computers in order to run thousands of forecast 
scenarios and complete the required calculations. The 


researchers, based in the UK, Switzerland and Japan, 
determined that recent climate changes indeed made those 
severe storms far more likely, with a high level of statistical 
precision./ A 2014 study of recent heat waves in Australia, 
Europe and east Asia confirmed an unambiguous climate 
link. 5 On the other hand, studies of the continuing California 
drought agree that climate change has worsened its 
impacts, but scientists are still divided as to whether human- 
induced warming is the main underlying cause. 

While detailed knowledge of climate science and its 
approach to understanding weather extremes varies widely, 
even among climate activists, the broad outlines of this 
analysis are generally well known. What is far more lacking, 
however, is any clear agreement about what we can do. 
From the earliest mainstream writings about global warming, 
people have suggested that a failure of adequate preventive 
actions will raise the likelihood of an authoritarian response 
to climate instability. Most notably, in his 1992 book. Earth 
in the Balance, soon-to-be US Vice President Al Gore 
recounted the history of societal responses to past weather 
catastrophes, which in his view paralleled the rise of “the 
bureaucratic, administrative tendencies of the modern 
state." If societies are unable to anticipate and prevent 
climate-related disasters, we could see, in Gore's words, “a 
new worldwide bureaucracy to manage the unimaginable 
problems caused by massive social and political 
upheavals. "9 Gore's suggestion was to instead launch a 
“Global Marshall Plan" for renewable energy development, 
driven by a largely imaginary US technological and 
organizational superiority. 

When Gore's book came out more than twenty years ago, 
it was already clear that this was not going to happen, as the 
US had already fallen far behind Europe and other regions in 


advancing solar and wind technologies, and was also in the 
forefront of a neoliberal world order that would 
systematically undermine ambitious public sector initiatives. 
The subsequent evolution of international climate diplomacy 
has been one of steadily declining expectations, 
significantly driven by the obstinacy of both Republican and 
Democratic US administrations. Meanwhile, many cities, 
towns, and a few entire countries have advanced more 
forward-looking climate measures, seeking to compensate in 
part for the lack of progress on a global scale. 
Simultaneously, an emerging climate justice movement 
echoes the voices of the most vulnerable peoples and is 
challenging an expansive new wave of high-risk fossil fuel 
extraction. Let us trace the evolution of those differing 
approaches to the climate crisis, and then consider some 
potential paths toward a more comprehensive democratic 
resolution. 

Global climate diplomacy was launched on a relatively 
hopeful note at the 1992 “Earth Summit" in Rio de Janeiro, 
with the drafting of the original UN Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Most notable in that founding 
document was an acknowledgement that the world's 
peoples have a “common but differentiated responsibility" 
for the unfolding climate crisis. Some countries have 
produced massive quantities of carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases over many generations, while others have 
contributed relatively little to the problem. The document 
acknowledged from the outset that the major industrialized 
countries should be chiefly responsible for reducing their 
emissions, developing non-polluting energy sources, and 
sharing new technologies with poorer countries. 

In many ways, that initial global summit was the high 
point of the process to date. The first round of efforts to 



implement the climate convention's terms culminated in 
Kyoto in 1997 with the first internationally agreed-upon 
targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. But the US 
delegation, representing the administration of Bill Clinton 
and Al Gore, threatened to derail the proceedings by 
refusing to accept mandatory emissions cuts. Gore flew to 
Kyoto, supposedly to "save the day," but his intervention 
altered the discussion in ways that significantly undermined 
the emerging global consensus. Gore offered that the US 
would agree to emissions reductions only half as stringent as 
were previously on the table. To implement these reductions, 
he proposed a global market in tradable carbon emissions 
credits and the transformation of a proposed "Green 
Development Fund" into yet another market mechanism, 
whereby companies would offset their own carbon dioxide 
emissions by investing in nominally low-carbon projects in 
the global South. -zo Even with these changes, the US 
Congress refused to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, but the rest of 
the world has had to live with the consequences of a 
cumbersome and inherently inadequate carbon trading 
system that has thoroughly failed to bring needed pollution 
reductions. 

Since the Copenhagen climate summit in 2009 failed to 
launch an anticipated second round of emissions reductions 
by developed countries, the always-shaky diplomatic 
consensus around mandatory cuts in greenhouse gases has 
essentially collapsed. The US delegation arrived in 
Copenhagen with a plan to replace international emissions 
standards with a patchwork of voluntary, country-specific 
pledges to reduce global warming pollution. -Z-Z In subsequent 
years, most countries outside of Western Europe that were 
subject to Kyoto's original emissions limits formally withdrew 
from the Protocol, including Japan, Australia, Canada, Russia, 


and New Zealand. Dialogue between countries of the global 
North and South became increasingly polarized as the US 
moved to dilute the long-standing focus on “common but 
differentiated responsibilities" and remove all explicit 
references to climate equity from the UNFCCC process. 

As the world's elites edge toward a new climate 
agreement, scheduled to be signed in Paris at the end of 
2015, the focus has shifted entirely toward the US-initiated 
proposals for voluntary national “mitigation commitments." 
At the 2013 climate conference in Warsaw, the language 
was further diluted from commitments to “contributions," 
and legal status of pledges by various national governments 
remained undefined. At one point, global South delegates 
walked out en masse from the proceedings to protest 
wealthy countries' dismissal of their concerns. A year later, 
in Lima, Peru, the last major UN climate conference before 
Paris ended with an agreement to move forward with 
“Intended Nationally Determined Contributions" to climate 
mitigation, but without any clear benchmarks, timetables, 
transparency rules, nor agreed-upon financing mechanisms. 

In a speech in the UK during the lead-up to the 2013 
climate conference, the US chief climate negotiator Todd 
Stern brushed aside the issue of compensation for present- 
day climate damages, put forward by global South 
delegates, as merely an “ideological narrative of fault and 
blame," and insisted that no significant public funds for 
international climate aid would be forthcoming beyond the 
meager $2.5 billion that the US has committed annually 
since 2010; in Copenhagen, US officials had promised to 
raise $100 billion a year from Northern countries in order to 
win acceptance for the voluntary approach to emissions 
cuts. Further, Stern dismissed the long-standing principle of 
responsibility for historic C02 emissions, declaring with 



unsurpassed arrogance that, “It is unwarranted to assign 
blame to developed countries for emissions before the point 
at which people realized that those emissions caused harm 
to the climate system. of course this completely 
overlooks the fact at least half of all cumulative emissions 
have occurred since 1980, with a much larger share 
occurring since the very first observations of rising 
atmospheric carbon dioxide levels in the late 1950s. 

W ith global climate diplomacy continuing to falter, 
many activists and public officials have turned 
toward implementing climate measures at the local and 
sometimes national levels. While some of these policies 
might be folded into countries' national “contributions," 
local climate measures are widely viewed as a means to 
overcome diplomatic inertia and reclaim a sense of local 
initiative, while demonstrating the feasibility of more 
ambitious steps forward. Countries such as Germany and 
Denmark have received the most widespread attention for 
their efforts to rapidly increase the renewable portion of 
their electricity supplies to 30-40 percent, aiming for a 
complete conversion within a few decades. In Germany, this 
is largely the outcome of four decades of effective anti¬ 
nuclear activism, which eventually pressured the ruling 
Christian Democrats to phase out nuclear power in the 
aftermath of Fukushima.-Z3 The most ambitious national 
projects are often the cumulative result of policies that 
mainly emerged from the local level. 

Despite the Obama administration's continuing 
preference for voluntary measures, several US cities and 
states have mandated energy-saving and renewable energy 
enhancing initiatives similar to those that have succeeded 


in Europe, albeit on a more limited scale. These include 
“renewable portfolio standards" that require utilities to 
obtain a rising share of their power supplies from renewable 
sources, net metering and feed-in tariffs to help subsidize 
home- and farm-scale producers of solar and wind energy, 
and measures to attach loans for fuel-saving equipment to 
home mortgages to facilitate easier financing. Cities are 
advancing zoning changes to encourage higher downtown 
population densities to limit urban sprawl, strengthening 
building codes to mandate energy savings, building 
infrastructure to charge electric vehicles, and supporting 
urban farms and relocalized food systems. -Z4 A few US cities 
are even expanding their public transportation systems 
despite continuing pressures toward fiscal austerity. Such 
local measures clearly demonstrate the feasibility of various 
alternatives, but by themselves are far from sufficient to 
prevent accelerating climate chaos. 

To realize more ambitious goals will require the continued 
evolution of a bold and effective climate movement, led by 
organizations committed to a justice-centered perspective. 
Climate justice, as we have seen, highlights the experiences 
and demands of people around the world who contribute the 
least to excessive greenhouse gas emissions, but live with 
the most severe consequences of accelerating climate 
chaos. As an emerging movement, climate justice unites 
three distinct elements, with roots in particular regions of 
the world. Some of the most compelling voices are those of 
indigenous and other land-based peoples, mainly in the 
global South, who have raised crucial demands at the UN 
and other settings emerging from their communities' unique 
vulnerability to climate disruptions. In North America, 
organizers for racial and environmental justice bring the 
experience of their historical roots in the civil rights 


movement, a lived understanding of the effects of climate 
change on marginalized communities, and essential links to 
other justice-based movements around food, healthcare, 
transportation, and other basic social needs. 

In Europe and beyond, explicitly anti-capitalist formations 
contribute an essential critical dimension, with origins in the 
global justice movements of the late 1990s and early 2000s 
and a focus on the systemic nature of the climate crisis. In 
the aftermath of the Copenhagen debacle, European climate 
justice activists declared that “Climate Justice means linking 
all struggles together that reject neoliberal markets and 
working towards a world that puts autonomous decision 
making power in the hands of communities. ''-Z3 
Internationally, groups from the Indigenous Environmental 
Network to the youthful direct action network known as 
Rising Tide bring an added focus upon the many corporate- 
driven false solutions to the climate crisis, including nuclear 
power, biomass incineration and biofuels, as well as the 
continued reliance on carbon markets to achieve—more 
often to evade—internationally mandated emissions 
reductions. And today, climate justice activists are in the 
forefront of challenging what may be the largest expansion 
of fossil fuel infrastructure since the post-World War II era. 

With more easily accessible sources of fossil fuels rapidly 
diminishing, energy companies have embarked on an all-out 
effort to extract oil, gas and coal from previously 
inaccessible locations, using increasingly extreme forms of 
extraction. Industry projections for the future of fossil fuels 
are increasingly tied to so-called “unconventional" sources 
such as tar sands, shale gas, and oil drilled from miles 
beneath the oceans, including the far reaches of the Arctic, 
and each of these has been the focus of a renewed 
opposition by affected communities around the world. The 


emergence of new communities of resistance to tar sands 
oil, fracking for oil and gas, and the construction of new 
pipeline networks may be the most persistent contribution 
of the evolving climate justice movement. Indeed South 
African scholar and activist Patrick Bond aptly describes the 
current state of climate justice as one of “global pessimism 
and local optimism," with a growing movement from below 
in response to "paralysis above. 

This movement has an impressive record of 
accomplishments at the local level. In the US, local activists, 
aided by the national Sierra Club, have prevented the 
construction of more than 170 proposed new coal-fired 
power plants and shut down many existing ones. In western 
Canada, a month-long encampment led by indigenous First 
Nations along the route of a major proposed tar sands 
pipeline, forced the company to pack up and leave the area. 
Scores of cities, towns, states and regions have voted to ban 
fracking for gas and oil, and local protests have helped force 
the cancellation of plans to build several new export 
terminals for fossil fuels from the US. Naomi Klein reports in 
her recent book that successful grassroots campaigns 
against fossil fuel expansion have even spread to India and 
China. -Z7 

Local activists are also looking forward toward a different 
kind of energy future, and ultimately a different economic 
system that could encourage rather than undermine 
meaningful climate solutions. Beyond the incremental policy 
measures already mentioned here, visionary architects and 
planners are working to redesign cities to reduce commuting 
and minimize energy use. Permaculture activists are 
bringing ecologically designed, edible landscapes into 
communities, while saving both water and energy. A youth- 
initiated rebellion against rising transit fares in 


Scandinavian countries sparked a global movement for free 
public transportation. -Z5 Food and farm activists are 
reinvigorating urban farming around the world, demanding 
genuine food sovereignty, and advancing local alternatives 
that save energy, improve public health, empower 
marginalized communities, and challenge the hegemony of 
global agribusiness. 


I mprovements at the local level are not sufficient, even 
though they do offer a wealth of benefits relative to more 
top-down measures. Local solutions are far more likely to be 
democratically structured and accountable to those who are 
most affected by the outcomes. They help build closer 
relationships among neighbors and strengthen the capacity 
for self-reliance. They enable us to see that the institutions 
that now dominate our lives are far less essential for our 
daily sustenance than we are often led to believe. But how 
do we spark a broader transformation that is ultimately more 
than the sum of its dispersed local expressions? In the face 
of still-rising emissions of greenhouse gases worldwide, we 
clearly need to reach beyond the existing pockets of local 
consciousness toward a global movement that can address 
the full magnitude of the present crisis, overturn the status 
quo, and usher in a different kind of world. Changes are 
necessary in the technological, social and political spheres 
that go far beyond what is presently considered feasible. 

In the realm of technology, we know the means already 
exist to supply our energy needs with renewable 
technologies that rely on the sun and wind, and that 
agroecological farming methods are far more resilient in the 
face of a changing climate than those advanced by 
agribusiness corporations. Analysts such as Mark Jacobson 


as Stanford University and Amory Lovins of the Rocky 
Mountain Institute have demonstrated the feasibility of a 
rapid conversion to a fundamentally different energy 
system, but such analyses rarely address the underlying 
problem that social ecologist Murray Bookchin described as 
the “social matrix" of technology. We need to consider all 
the ways in which technological developments reflect, and 
ultimately reinforce, the social contexts from which they 
emerge and then approach the problem of technological 
change in a manner that accurately reflects this systemic 
understanding. 

While mainstream accounts celebrate the reality that 
solar and wind projects are finally reaching "price parity" 
with fossil fuel energy, commercial investors are losing 
interest. Investments in renewable energy began to decline 
over the past year or two, as they rarely achieve the mega¬ 
profits still obtainable from fossil fuels. And corporate 
developers are generally far more interested in large-scale 
projects that promise higher profits, rather than the locally- 
scaled and community-owned solar and wind power 
installations that can point the way toward a genuine 
alternative. One recent study suggests that the vast 
majority of new non-fossil energy is adding new capacity to 
the system rather than replacing fossil-derived power .20 
Indeed fossil fuels are so central to the history of capitalism 
that the energy and economic systems have become 
virtually inseparable. As a recent study from the British 
research group. The Corner House, states: 

The entire contemporary system of making profits 
out of labor depended absolutely on cheap fossil 
carbon [and therefore] there is no cheap or 
politically-feasible substitute for fossil fuels in the 


triple combination of fossil fuels-heat engines- 
commodified labor that underpins current rates of 
capital accumulation. 

I n the social realm, however, we are seeing the re- 
emergence of traditional modes of community control and 
governance around the world, partly in response to the rise 
of neoliberal and extractivist policies. This renewal of the 
commons in the face of hegemonic state and corporate 
power has been noted by scholars and activists alike, and 
can be seen as a popular, grassroots alternative to capitalist 
models of so-called “sustainable development." The 
reclaiming of the commons invokes some quite ancient 
modes of local governance that often transcend 
conventional notions of public or private ownership. But the 
idea of the commons also arises in uniquely contemporary 
instances, such as resistance to the neoliberal privatization 
of public assets and defense of wholly new kinds of 
commons, from communications airwaves and the Internet 
to the integrity of living cells' genetic sequences . 22 Scholars 
of the commons celebrate cooperative enterprises and 
various models of workers' control, but also the traditions 
that have established many indigenous communities as the 
most consistent and reliable stewards of the land. As the 
former editors of The Ecologist magazine explained in a 
pioneering 1993 book: 

The evidence is overwhelming that local-level 
institutions in which power is limited and the 
common right to survival is the preoccupation of 
all, are the best means of repairing the damage 
done through enclosure. Equally overwhelming is 


the evidence that “non-local, state-management 
systems are both costly and in effective. “23 

I n the political sphere, social ecology's strategy of 
confederal municipalism presents a uniquely promising 
way forward. 24 This strategy proposes a revolutionary, 
community-centered politics, rooted in democratic citizen 
assemblies, regional confederations and cooperative 
economic practices. Social ecologists envision 
confederations of free communities contesting political 
power, overturning dominant institutions, and rooting their 
political praxis in long-standing ethical principles of 
reciprocity and complementarity .25 

Kurdish communities in some areas of Turkey and Syria 
are today actively implementing this approach, which they 
describe as a “democratic confederalism." One recent study 
describes the Association of Communities in Kurdistan (KCK) 
as a bottom-up organization governed by local citizen 
assemblies. “In its founding text, the KCK Contract," the 
authors write, “its main aim is defined in terms of a struggle 
for the expansion of a radical democracy which is based 
upon peoples' democratic organizations and decision¬ 
making power. “26 This approach has enabled many Kurdish 
communities to move forward with ambitious programs to 
achieve gender equity and ecological reconstruction, even 
in a region wracked by sectarian warfare and persistent 
religious violence. 

The reconstructive social and political outlook of social 
ecology is reinforced by more traditional anti-authoritarian 
approaches to social movement organizing, looking to the 
emergence of a “movement of movements" to achieve 
systemic changes that may lie beyond the scope of current 


possibilities. This historical outlook was revived by the 
worldwide global justice movement that successfully 
challenged international financial institutions during the 
late 1990s and early 2000s. While that movement 
sometimes embraced older community-based organizing 
efforts more in rhetoric than in its praxis, its horizontalist 
organizing methods were further developed and expanded 
in recent years by the dynamic global movement that 
staged massive occupations of public squares in major cities 
around the world. Activists challenging austerity policies 
and rising social inequality continue to develop strategies 
that combine resistance to the status quo with the creation 
of local, grassroots alternatives. In the realm of public policy, 
these movements often adopt a strategy of seeking “non¬ 
reformist reforms" that can serve to actively advance more 
fundamental and systemic changes, an approach that is 
rooted in the history of many of the last century's most 
dynamic community-based movements. 

Of course not all social movements that are organized at 
the local level seek positive, reconstructive changes. In both 
Europe and North America, forces of the far right have 
adopted the rhetoric of local control to further regressive, 
ultra-nationalist and often extremely racist ends. For 
example, when the fast-growing UK Independence Party 
proclaims that "real decision-making should be given to 
local communities," they seek to further marginalize 
immigrant populations, oppose renewable energy 
developments, and even try to ban discussions of climate 
change in local schools . 27 Racist organizations in the 
American South have long hidden behind localist rhetoric. 
Murray Bookchin always insisted that a more consistently 
liberatory localism would emerge from the practice of direct 
democracy, with communities acting as "a school for 


creating a new kind of citizenship,” rooted in participatory 
self-governance and an expansive ecological ethics . 25 

Still we cannot predict whether current movements for 
climate justice and community empowerment will be able to 
achieve the revolutionary changes we seek. We know there 
are significant political differences, even among those who 
share a liberatory anti-authoritarian outlook. Some adopt a 
pragmatic stance toward the nation-state, seeking to 
expand the scope of necessary public sector initiatives 
within the limits dictated by current political structures, 
while others advocate a principled rejection of statecraft. 
But we can unite around the desire for more expansive 
models of community-centered governance and a 
thoroughgoing social and political reconstruction. There is 
little doubt that the coming decades' climate changes will 
be disruptive and difficult, but we still may be able to 
prevent them from becoming catastrophic and extreme. We 
will need to keep our eyes on the prize and continue 
discovering new ways to challenge the systems that 
dominate our lives. 
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WOULD PARTICIPATORY 
DEMOCRACY BE BETTER 
FOR THE CLIMATE? 


BYSVEINUNG LEGARD 


M ost environmentalists think democracy should be 
deepened to deal with global warming. Some believe 
that this democratization can take place by improving the 
democratic qualities of existing institutions, while others 
think these institutions should be replaced with 
participatory democracies. Would participatory democracy 
really be better for the climate? How strong is the case that 
such institutions would actually make us more eager and 
better equipped to find permanent solutions to global 
warming than those which dominate our world today? 

To discuss these questions I sketch out what I see as the 
main arguments for participatory democracy found among 
environmental activists and ecological thinkers. Although it 
is unlikely that the reader will encounter the arguments I 
present in this form in any particular text, it is not my 



intention to distort others' arguments or create more easily 
criticized straw arguments. Rather, I wish to present a huge 
diversity of claims in a more orderly, simplified, and 
sometimes exaggerated manner to assess their strengths 
and weaknesses more clearly. Therefore, I have avoided 
citations throughout the text. 

There are many definitions of participatory democracy. 
Social ecology, to which this book is dedicated, provides one 
of them. I use the term “participatory democracy" here to 
signify the direct involvement of citizens in important 
decision making processes, along with an egalitarian 
distribution of economic and political powers. I have chosen 
not to provide a more precise or elaborate definition than 
this, because I simply want to explore the idea that a 
participatory politics would be better for the climate than 
the one we have today. 

I will not provide “proof" that participatory democracy will 
reduce carbon emissions more than our current system, nor 
any “proof" to the contrary. Instead, I assess whether some 
of the most common arguments in favor of participatory 
democracy provide a compelling case, if there are 
contradictions within them, if they overlook important 
counterarguments, or are otherwise flawed. 

Perhaps the most common argument for participatory 
democracy found among environmentalists is the anti- 
capitaiist argument. It exists in numerous versions, and goes 
something like this: 

The ciimate crisis is a systemic crisis stemming 
from the way our economy works. Reientiess 
expansion and growth—the imperatives of 
capitaiism—are changing the Earth's ciimate. 
Furthermore, weaith and power in capitaiism are 



concentrated in the hands of the few. As such, 
capitalism is both antithetical to democracy and at 
the heart of the climate crisis. 

T he strength of this argument is that it shows how the 
climate crisis is not the result of ill judgment or 
ignorance, but is a crisis of systemic nature. The main aim of 
capitalist enterprises is to increase the profits of its owners, 
and if they cannot expand and grow they will be eaten by 
others in the marketplace. Left unregulated, capitalism will 
sacrifice collective environmental concerns for individual 
wealth accumulation. It has to be noted, however, that it is 
capitalism in a specific form, where relentless economic 
growth is combined with the burning of fossil fuels such as 
coal, oil, and gas as the main sources of energy that drives 
global warming. 

For environmentalists, the main enemies in the struggle 
to implement carbon taxes or emission cuts are 
multinational corporations and powerful business groups 
from the energy sector, often backed by governments afraid 
to endanger their international competitiveness. Fighting 
these corporations and governments has led many 
environmentalists to link democracy, anti-capitalism, and 
climate change. 

This argument usually implies that ecological economics 
also have to be democratic, with economic resources more 
evenly distributed. But there are two problems with this 
assumption. First, it is not unthinkable that capitalism could 
be replaced by an even more authoritarian system. Second, 
even if we are able to create a democratic alternative to 
capitalism, there is nothing in this argument that tells us 
why a democratic economy would be better for the climate 
than the one we have today. Even if we agree that our 



current economic order has to drastically change to tackle 
global warming, we still have to make the case for why a 
participatory economic order would be an ecological one. 

Another argument that makes the connection between 
democracy and the climate is the global justice argument 

The world's poorest farmers, land-workers and 
urban slum dwellers will face the worst effects of 
global warming. The rich will be able to pay their 
way out of the crisis. Change will not happen until 
the poor and exploited of the world regain control 
of their lives and the forces affecting them. This 
means democratizing control of economic 
resources on a global scale. 

T he more radical version of this argument holds that the 
communities most affected by climate change have to 
be reimbursed by the biggest carbon dioxide polluters— 
such as industrial nations and multinational corporations— 
for losses to their livelihood and quality of life. The 
democratic aspect of this proposal is that these communities 
should also be given a central role in decision-making 
processes concerning how resources can be used 
sustainably. 

A more moderate version of the climate justice argument 
focuses on “giving voice" to vulnerable populations within 
UN climate negotiations. Proponents of this more moderate 
version basically advocate improved representation of 
affected communities and populations in relevant decision¬ 
making processes. 

In either version, this argument does not require that 
affected communities are organized in a participatory 



manner. Many communities affected by climate change are 
organized hierarchically, but still deserve a special place in 
climate negotiations. And even if these communities are 
organized according to participatory principles, it does not 
mean that the rest of the world participating in these 
processes will be. 

A fair distribution of economic resources globally is not 
the same thing as a democratization of the economy, as a 
redistribution of economic resources between countries does 
not necessarily entail a redistribution within them. Moreover, 
democratizing the economy does not automatically lead to 
climate change mitigation. Nations or communities with 
newfound revenues may voluntarily choose fossil fuel based 
energy resources to boost economic development. 

Another phenomenon that environmentalists connect to 
participatory democracy is social movement mobilization. I 
call this the pressure-from-below argument 

Most major advancements in environmental 
legislation and policy have been the result of 
grassroots pressures—not government or 
corporate initiative. Normally, states and 
corporations are forced to change to more 
environmentally friendly practices because of 
pressure from outside movements. Instead of top- 
down solutions, climate change mitigation will 
have to come from the bottom-up. 

L ike the two previous arguments, this one also presents 
an ecological critique of the current political order. 
Capitalism not only gives corporations disproportionate 
influence in decision-making processes, but forces national 



governments to place international competitiveness before 
environmental concerns. Therefore, increased civil society 
and social movement participation in government is 
necessary to deal with global warming. 

However, it is difficult to see this as an argument for 
participatory democracy. For one, the social movements that 
have led to advancements in environmental legislation and 
policy constitute a minority in society. Not only are such 
movements more progressive than governments and 
corporations, they are also more progressive than the 
general public. If an environmentally progressive social 
movement that strove for participatory democracy was 
politically successful, it could actually face the paradoxical 
situation of dealing with a citizenry that wanted to continue 
with current carbon emission levels. Many environmentalists 
are acutely aware of this—especially when it comes to global 
warming—which is why the pressure-from-below argument is 
sometimes used against, and not for, participatory 
democracy. 

Furthermore, it is problematic to equate democracy within 
social movements with a potential society-wide participatory 
democracy, as some people do. Even if movements practice 
a strong internal democracy that “prefigures” non- 
hierarchical structures that may exist in the future, a 
movement is not the same thing as a government. Unlike 
movements that fight for a limited number of demands and 
organize participants around activities that encompass only 
parts of their lives, governments are involved in an almost 
unlimited number of issues, as well as the coordination and 
regulation of most activities. Social movements cannot 
“prefigure” or replace such a political structure. But even if 
movements cannot prefigure entire governments, there 



remains an undeniable element of path clearing to which 
social movements can contribute. 

The arguments mentioned so far primarily critique 
existing institutions on ecological grounds. Other arguments 
contend that there could be environmental benefits from 
participatory democracy. The first of these is the majority 
interest argument. 

The continuai destruction of the naturai 
environment is not in the interest of the majority 
of the worid's popuiation. This destruction is due 
to economic and poiiticai processes that benefit 
oniy a few. The majority depend on heaithy and 
functioning ecosystems for their iiveiihood, weii- 
being, and survivai. in a participatory democracy, 
the interests of the many wiii be prioritized, and 
this wiii iikeiy inciude ciimate change mitigation. 

H owever, there are a few notable objections to these 
claims. First, they overlook potential conflicts of 
interest on environmental issues such as climate change. 
The fallout of global warming is unevenly distributed 
globally in ways that both affect certain minorities adversely 
and most majorities differently. As one example, this can be 
a source of conflict over the extent of fossil fuel use in the 
transition to renewable energy sources. Second, the 
argument implies that majorities automatically act rationally 
in the pursuit of their interests. Like individuals, majorities 
can also fall prey to irrational proclivities and choose 
immediate benefits over long-term gains, such as using 
fossil fuels to achieve short term growth, even if it has 
negative long-term consequences. 



Like any other political system, a participatory democracy 
will need institutions that prevent, negotiate, and resolve 
conflicts between geographically dispersed majorities. 
Proponents of participatory democracy often suggest 
confederal structures that facilitate economic 

interdependence and cultural exchange between people 
settled in different areas. 

Advocates of participatory democracy are also aware of 
the dangers of collective irrationality, and maintain that 
participatory institutions have to follow practices of 
“deliberative” democracy in order to arrive at the best 
possible decisions. Although deliberative practices, such as 
informed and balanced discussions, or civility and respect 
among participants, can also be achieved with 
representative institutions, conditions for “ideal” 
deliberation—such as formal equality between participants, 
and the absence of social, cultural, and economic 
hierarchies that informally limit the participation of some 
citizens—are better satisfied in a participatory system where 
power is evenly distributed. 

However, there is a third and more challenging objection 
to the majority interest argument, which is concerned with 
the interests of future generations. It is only possible to 
equate the interests of majorities living today with those 
that will inhabit the future if we assume that most people 
have an interest in healthy living-conditions for their 
children and grand-children. But this becomes murkier if we 
think several centuries into the future, as we have to do 
when it comes to global warming. 

A related objection against participatory democracy, is 
that ordinary citizens are ultimately too selfish, apathetic 
and unwilling to make the changes required to achieve 
ecological balance. Hence, climate change would become 



worse if the majority ruled. Here, another argument, the 
responsibility argument, comes to the aid. 

Representative democracy fosters egoism and 
inertia among citizens, as they are only expected 
to participate in politics during elections and 
otherwise stay passive. Instead of taking control of 
their consumption, transportation, and living 
patterns, citizens react to incentives and directives 
issued by elected leaders. Participatory 
democracy, on the other hand, fosters a greater 
sense of responsibility for the climate among 
citizens, since they are directly involved in making 
choices that impact the environment. 

T his argument both identifies incentives for 
environmentally negative behavior within a 
representative system, as well as for environmentally 
positive behavior within a participatory one. The only 
significant power assigned to the general population in a 
representative system is to hold their leaders accountable in 
elections. It therefore encourages citizens to renounce 
responsibility for the consequences of their leaders' choices. 
A participatory system, on the other side, forces citizens to 
consider the environmental impacts of their choices, and to 
deal with the consequences of environmentally negative 
private actions, since these eventually become political 
problems. 

A representative system encourages citizens to think and 
deliberate publicly during short election periods, but a 
participatory system encourages them to do so permanently. 
Public thinking and deliberating requires citizens to consider 



others' perspectives and the wider impact of political and 
private choices. Direct democracy entails an omnipresent 
possibility of being held accountable for these. Since the 
climate crisis has to be solved with a common effort in a 
variety of arenas—both private and political—the ecological 
advantage of such a system could be crucial. 

However, we should not equate taking responsibility with 
taking the right type of action. Even though a sense of 
responsibility for the well-being of present and future 
generations is important in dealing with the causes of global 
warming, it does not automatically translate into effective 
solutions to the problem. There are also restraints to citizen 
participation. One of these is time, which prevents many 
types of discussions and decisions to be taken in common by 
all citizens. To have a functioning democracy, it is necessary 
to balance direct participation with both institutional 
differentiation (where different institutions have different 
tasks) and forms of representation (where certain people are 
delegated decision-making powers). The questions of 
accountability and the danger of disclaiming responsibility 
remain present in a participatory democracy. 

Decentralization is another phenomenon which is related 
to both democracy and climate change. 

Increased local self-determination enables 
communities to protect themselves from outside 
forces who wish to extract resources located within 
their borders in ways that destroy the environment 
and place undue risks on its inhabitants, increased 
local food and industrial production makes 
communities more dependent on local ecological 
resources, and therefore increases their awareness 
of potentially negative environmental 



consequences of their activities. Moreover, a 
successfui transition to soiar, wind, and water 
power depends on the active engagennent of 
communities. 

O ne of the advantages of the decentraiization argument 
is the attention it gives to the role of local 
communities in the transition to an ecological society. 
Increased self-determination is important strategically to 
stop environmentally predatory practices conducted by 
companies backed by centralized governments. In a long¬ 
term perspective, it can also act as a safety valve against 
majorities who wants to impose similar practices on 
minorities. However, this argument is more relevant to cases 
of local pollution than to global warming. C02 emissions 
normally have tiny impacts on the immediate environment, 
but much more globally. Therefore, self-determination 
without self or externally imposed restrictions could lead to 
high levels of C02 emissions from communities with 
abundant access to fossil fuel resources. Even though 
increased self-determination can be important in tackling 
“dirty” fossil fuel extraction, such as open pit coal mining or 
tar sand oil extraction, it is not a solution to global warming. 

The material aspect of the argument is more relevant to 
climate change. Local renewable energy resources can 
match the cost-effectiveness of large-scale, centralized 
installations, and avoid energy spills associated with 
transferring energy over long distances. The implementation 
of such technologies is also dependent on the communities 
that are going to use them. But this type of community 
involvement is not necessarily an argument in favor of 
participatory democracy, and in both theory and practice it 
often only means the active participation by community 



representatives. If the decentralization argument is going to 
be considered as an argument for participatory democracy, 
it has to be coupled with other arguments. 

Such coupling is often made with the knowledge 
argument, which stresses the need to utilize the skills and 
expertise of community members to find ecological solutions 
to food, industrial, and energy production. 

An ecological transition demands immensely 
diverse and carefully tailored solutions which 
bureaucratic and centralized institutions are not 
able to carry out. It has to involve an active 
citizenry with intricate knowledge of the potentials 
and needs of their own localities. 

T he knowledge argument takes up a seminal criticism of 
centralized government made by environmentalists. 
When such bureaucracies manage the environment, there is 
a tendency to simplify and standardize complex ecosystems, 
often with detrimental results. Participatory and non- 
hierarchical institutions, on the other hand, bring forward a 
wider array of views and experiences, and potentially yield 
balanced and variegated solutions that mimic the 
complexity of the ecosystems themselves. Unlike 
centralized, hierarchical institutions where the experience of 
environmental effects is rarely felt by the political actants 
who cause them, the decision makers in participatory 
democracies are immersed in the environments where the 
effects are experienced. The distance between action and 
experience becomes shorter. 

It is problematic, however, to assume that knowledge or 
experience of the environmental consequences of political 



actions will always produce improved decisions. People are 
not just guided by ecological motives, and may attempt to 
accomplish other goals, such as economic growth, that they 
know will have negative consequences for their 
environment. Local community knowledge is not always 
advantageous for the environment, because ecologically 
unsound practices can establish themselves as parameters 
for how communities think about their relationship to 
nature. It is especially easy to overlook long-term effects if 
one does not have sufficient scientific knowledge to 
understand how the environment works. This is especially 
true for the climate. 

It is not enough to know the potentials and needs of one's 
community or environment. It is also necessary to possess 
technical knowledge in order to produce food, industrial 
products, or sustainable energy. This type of knowledge is 
neither the same as community knowledge, nor is it evenly 
distributed in the population. Communities normally have to 
use outside, professional expertise to develop sustainable 
practices. The utilization of renewable energy sources is a 
complicated issue, and even though local knowledge can be 
useful in finding good ways of implementing such 
technologies, it is insufficient in implementing it most 
effectively. This is not to say that the relationship between 
experts and citizens cannot be organized democratically, 
but rather that the knowledge argument is just too simplistic 
to make a full justification for participatory democracy. 

On the other hand, one can argue that technical 
knowledge is insufficient if we culturally and politically 
persist in a mindset that obscures or legitimizes the current 
destructive extraction of natural resources. This is the core 
of the mentality argument 



Moving away from an anti-ecological mentality 
that emphasizes humanity's right to dominate and 
exploit nature, demands a move away from a 
social mentality that legitimizes the exploitation 
and domination of humans. This means changing 
the hierarchical structures that underpin this 
mentality, including political institutions that 
divide us into leaders and followers. 

T he mentality argument shows that our thinking about 
nature and our place in it is not arbitrary, but 
fundamentally influenced by the way our society is 
organized. To put it simply, societies that produce people 
who prioritize their own interests and are willing to exploit 
others and disregard their needs and suffering, is prone to 
produce people who disregard the often catastrophic 
consequences of climate change suffered by other people, 
other species and whole ecosystems. 

However, the relationship between social institutions, 
mentalities, and practices is more complicated than 
portrayed here. For example, it is possible to hold very 
egalitarian social views and still disregard the suffering of 
other species or the environmental consequences of one's 
actions. It is also possible to hold authoritarian political 
views and to be concerned with other species or the 
environment. The classical example of this is the high 
number of leaders in the German Nazi party who were 
vegetarian, but it is also possible to imagine a scenario 
where global warming is remedied within more authoritarian 
political structures. It was pointed out at the beginning of 
this article that it is the relentless growth of capitalism 
combined with the burning of fossil fuels that is the main 
cause of global warming. A capitalist system based on 



sustainable energy sources that did not harm the climate is 
an option, even if it continued to be ecologically harmful in 
other ways. 

The strength of the mentality argument is that it points 
out that our current hierarchical society will continue to 
wreak havoc on the natural world. Ending this destruction 
will necessitate creating a free and just society—one that 
likely includes a participatory democracy. On the other 
hand, there is no necessary relationship between the two 
endeavors. All environmental problems are not equal. It is 
possible to solve one but ignore others. We can be as non- 
hierarchically minded as can be, but we still have to know 
how to produce food, industrial products, and sustainable 
energy. 

The first three arguments presented in this article—the 
anti-capitalist, global justice and pressure-from-below 
arguments—are primarily ecologically based critiques of a 
non-democratic global order. Alone they provide only 
ulterior motives for participatory democracy, but combined 
with the others they make more sense as they point to a 
positive relation between democracy and climate change 
mitigation. There are, however, important objections to the 
majority interest, responsibility, decentralization, knowledge 
and mentality arguments, and none of these provide a 
strong case for participatory democracy alone. Combined, on 
the other hand, they fill in some of the blind spots of the 
others and jointly grow stronger. And in all fairness, it is rare 
to see these arguments in isolation, as they are usually 
mixed together by environmental advocates of participatory 
democracy. 

A stronger line of reasoning that mixes the arguments can 
be formulated as follows: 



Global warming Is caused by a global, capitalist, 
and unjust order, where economic and political 
power Is unequally distributed, and relentless 
growth for the benefit of the few Is realized at the 
expense of the majority of the world's population 
and the environment. It Is highly unlikely that 
climate change mitigation will happen unless 
power and economic resources are more evenly 
distributed between and within societies. A 
participatory democracy based on sound 
deliberative practices, community self¬ 
management, and Institutions that coordinate, 
negotiate, and delegate actions on a larger scale. 

Is a better framework for dealing with global 
warming than the present representative system. 

It Increases the likelihood that majority Interests 
for a sustainable climate will be satisfied, that 
citizens will take responsibility for the 
environmental consequences of their private and 
political actions, that climate friendly solutions to 
agriculture, industry and energy will be more 
efficiently implemented, and that people will 
consider the health of local, regional, and even 
global ecosystems in their everyday lives to a 
greater extent. 

T his argument implicitly acknowledges some of the 
counter-objections raised against the individual 
arguments, by not guaranteeing that participatory 
democracy will be better for the climate. It claims that 
participatory democracy is a good precondition for dealing 
with the ecological crisis, and increases the likelihood that 
we can mitigate climate change. What remains is to present 



evidence that substantiates these claims, and to discuss 
how a participatory democracy could work. Notwithstanding, 
I think this is the strongest reply that can be given to the 
main question of this article. 

We also have to admit that participatory democracy is not 
the one solution to the climate crisis, but part of a larger 
effort to provide concrete answers for refining and 
consuming energy sustainably. It is also important to 
remember that participatory democracy does not hinge on 
its ability to solve the climate crisis. Even if it would not 
make it easier to mitigate climate change, there are many 
other good arguments for participatory democracy, such as 
providing equal opportunities, preventing human 
exploitation, and showing respect to everyone's needs. 



THE RETURN OF 
CAPITALISM'S INTERNAL 
CONTRADICTIONS 


BY MAT LITTLE 


O ne of the animating beliefs of twentieth century social 
ecology was that capitalism had tamed its dangerous 
contradictions. “The unprecedented fact remains that 
capitalism has been free of a 'chronic crisis' for a half- 
century," wrote Murray Bookchin in his 1989 essay, Radical 
Politics in an Era of Advanced Capitalism. “Nor are there 
signs that we are faced in the foreseeable future with a crisis 
comparable to that of the Great Depression," he went on. 
“Far from having an internal source of long-term economic 
breakdown that will presumably create a general interest for 
a new society, capitalism has been more successful in crisis 
management in the last fifty years than it was in the 
previous century and a half."29 

Indeed, a robust, incessantly growing capitalism, shorn of 
past weaknesses and instabilities, was precisely the nub of 




the problem. With the help of the state and Keynesian 
economic innovations, capitalism had subdued its internal 
contradictions. But this success left in place a “new, perhaps 
paramount" externa/contradiction: the "clash," as Bookchin 
put it, "between an economy based on unending growth and 
the desiccation of the natural environment. 

It is true that social ecology did not exclude the possibility 
that capitalism could relapse into a chronic stagnation nor 
believe that the system's contradictions had somehow 
vanished. Bookchin regarded capitalism as "one of the most 
unstable economies in history" and inherently 
unpredictable. But the "traditional radical notion" that 
periodic or chronic crises would unfailingly occur was 
"uncertain," he averred, and the prospect of capitalism 
sinking into a "major chronic crisis" remained unexpected. 

Today the unexpected has happened. The economic 
events of the last few years have demonstrated that, in the 
advanced capitalist countries, rumors of the death of 
capitalism's contradictions have been greatly exaggerated. 
We now need to face the fact that both the internal and 
external contradictions of capitalism have come to the fore. 
The crisis that has emerged cannot be mistaken for a 
periodic downturn; it is unmistakably chronic in character. 
This has important implications for how a post-capitalist, 
ecological movement relates to masses of people whose 
material underpinnings are declining and unstable. 

But it is equally important to recognize that, contrary to 
the hopes of leftists in previous eras, crisis and stagnation 
does not mean that capitalism is about to self-destruct. Nor 
are there legions of class-conscious proletarians ready to, in 
Marx's famous words, "expropriate the expropriators." What 
makes this crisis unique is that it has emerged after 
capitalism has vanquished all meaningful opposition. 


borrowed deeply into society, and expanded across the 
globe. 

We should proceed from an agreement as to what 
capitalism is. Social ecology recognizes that capitalism is 
primarily a system in which money is invested to make more 
money, and so on ad infinitum. This creates an insatiable 
necessity for growth. Zero-growth capitalism is a 
contradiction in terms. 'To keep to a satisfactory growth rate 
right now would mean finding profitable opportunities for an 
extra $2 trillion compared to the 'mere' $6 billion that was 
needed in 1970," says Marxian geographer David Harvey. 
"By the time 2030 rolls around, when estimates suggest the 
global economy should be worth more than $96 trillion, 
profitable investment opportunities of close to $3 trillion will 
be needed. "32 

But in the core, advanced capitalist countries—the US, 
Western Europe and Japan—the growth rate, though still 
positive, has not been satisfactory for some time. Between 
2001 and 2011, the rate of economic growth in the US was 
63% below that of the 1960s. 33 In Japan, growth between 
1973 and 2008 was just one quarter of the level it reached 
between 1950 and 1973. In Western Europe, it has 
contracted by more than half.34 in the UK, the rate of GDP 
growth was 2.7% in the 1980s, 2.2% in the 1990s, 1.8% 
between 2000 and 2010 and 1.3% between 2010 and 
2014 .35 In the core countries, decline is in evidence virtually 
everywhere. 

There are differing theories as to what lies at the root of 
this stagnating growth. One culprit that looms large in many 
explanations is a drop in the purchasing power of the mass 
of people. A 2011 report from the UK Resolution Foundation 
describes an extreme "decoupling" of average incomes from 
the rate of economic growth. 35 Since the 1970s, the report 


says, median pay has grown at less than half the rate of 
economic output in the US, Canada and Australia. In Britain, 
France and Germany, median pay tracked economic growth 
for a long period but in the past decade has increased by 
less than half the growth rate. Only in Scandinavia and 
Japan has the divergence between economic growth and 
average pay been “mild” the report concludes. In recent 
years, this contraction of wealth has been intensified. 
According to the US Russell Sage Foundation, the net wealth 
of the typical American household declined by a staggering 
36% between 2003 and 2013.37 in the UK, real wages, the 
value of wages when you factor in the effect of inflation, 
have dropped by 8.5% since 2009, the largest fall since the 
19th century.3S Four out of ten of the new jobs “created” in 
Britain since 2010 are self-employed and well-paid 
managerial posts are being replaced by more “elementary” 
jobs such as cleaning. 35 

So we are left with a standoff between two intractable 
features of the economy. On the one side, there exists a 
“wall of money,” as English economist Harry Shutt puts it, 
demanding more and more profit-generating opportunities 
and, on the other, the declining purchasing power of the 
majority of people. This is not a recipe for economic health. 
The unavoidable consequences are, in the absence of 
productive investment for which demand is lacking, an 
increase in speculation (the buying of assets, currency 
futures or collateralized debt obligations for example, in the 
hope their value will rise), and spiralling household debt. 
These are the prime underlying causes of the 2007-09 
economic crisis, and revealingly, nothing that has happened 
subsequently has done anything to ameliorate them. It can 
be argued that privatization, which began in the 1980s, was 
another way to utilize all this “surplus capital.” But state- 


owned services and assets are obviously a finite resource. 
And despite the best efforts of governments like that of the 
UK, the gravy train cannot go on forever. 

It is very hard to escape from this situation. To do so would 
require reversing the war on organized labor that has 
occurred since the 1970s, and I can sense no appetite 
among employers to do this, or placing restrictions on credit 
and raising interest rates which, though they may reduce 
household debt, would have the unfortunate side effect of 
sinking the economy. 

Given this, the official government reaction has been to 
put the economy on life support through the printing of 
enormous sums of money (officially known as Quantitative 
Easing), pioneered by Japan and now part of the economic 
toolkit of the US, UK and most recently the European Central 
Bank. This is done in conjunction with near zero interest 
rates, which makes the borrowing of money incredibly 
cheap. Meanwhile, the political and economic authorities 
feel they have no option but to reboot and reinstall the 
casino economy. 

But if nothing is done to change the underlying conditions 
that brought forth economic crisis, merely a smoothing over 
of the cracks, then the extreme likelihood is that further 
crises will erupt in the near future. In fact, the current crisis 
has yet to play itself out fully, as the economic torpor in the 
Eurozone aptly demonstrates. Not for nothing is this called 
“the Great Recession." The economic engine of capitalism is 
clearly sputtering, despite huge government action and 
financial rescues. The successful “crisis management" that 
at the end of the 1980s Bookchin credited capitalism with 
has been transformed into a series of desperate measures. 
Capitalism's contradictions, thought to have been banished 
to the history books, have re-emerged. 



However, there are important caveats to be made before 
we become engrossed in making comparisons with the last 
great crisis of capitalism, the Great Depression of the 1930s. 
The first concerns poverty. The inhabitants of the wealthy 
core capitalist countries are clearly getting poorer but, in the 
main, they cannot be classed as poor. Contrary to the 
predictions of Marxism, the working class in these countries 
enjoyed burgeoning wealth throughout most of the 
twentieth century, particularly in the decades after the 
Second World War. According to the economist Thomas 
Piketty, whose book Capital in the Twenty-First Century 
predicts growing inequality in the coming decades, the 
emergence of what he terms a “patrimonial middle class" in 
the 20th century should not be underestimated. Tens of 
millions of individuals in Europe or 40% of the population, 
says Piketty, “individually own property worth hundreds of 
thousands of euros and collectively lay claim to one-quarter 
to one-third of national wealth: this is a change of some 
moment. "40 These people are not destitute and “do not like 
to be treated as poor," Piketty asserts. Despite the fact that 
the 1%, and especially the 0.1%, seem to inhabit a different 
universe both materially and spiritually to the rest of us, we 
haven't suddenly jumped in a time machine and travelled 
back a hundred years to an era when the top 10% owned 
virtually everything and the bottom 90% nothing. So 
Bookchin was not being blinkered when he noted in 2002 
that “almost 50% of American households own stocks and 
bonds, while a huge number are proprietors of one kind or 
another, possessing their own homes, gardens and rural 
summer retreats. "4J It is just that many millions of people in 
the wealthy countries are now going, in the words of one 
recent book, “down the up escalator."42 


The second qualification is that low growth and recurrent 
economic crises are malaises that seem peculiar to the 
wealthy capitalist countries. Yes, China was affected by the 
global financial crisis and economic growth slowed there but 
it still reached over 7% in 2012. China, with its chronic air 
pollution reducing life expectancy, is contending with 
problems generated by a vigorous capitalism, not a faltering 
one. Likewise, the Turkish economy expanded by 8.5% in 
2011. So-called “emerging markets" have the advantage of 
increasing populations and a rising middle class. 
Economically speaking, they are more sustainable. 

But the most important caveat to understand is that a 
dysfunctional capitalism displaying contradictions that are 
harder and harder to hide is not simply going to disappear. 
Bookchin's departure from the Marxist orthodoxy of the early 
twentieth century stemmed from an exasperation with the 
idea that, because of its internal development, capitalism 
would inevitably collapse and give way to socialism. This old 
leftist conviction was entwined with a resolute faith that a 
class-conscious working class would be ready and willing to 
take over when capitalism faltered and guide society to a 
communist future. "For generations," Bookchin wrote in his 
1989 book. Remaking Society, "radical theorists opined 
about the 'inner limits' of the capitalist system, the 'internal' 
mechanisms within its operations as an economy that would 
yield its self-destruction. Marx gained the plaudits of endless 
writers for advancing the possibility that capitalism would 
be destroyed and replaced by socialism because it would 
enter a chronic crisis of diminishing profits, economic 
stagnation and class war with an ever-impoverished 
proletariat. "43 

What makes the current period of economic stagnation 
and chronic capitalist crisis unique in historical terms is that. 


in the palpable absence of a revolutionary alternative, 
capitalism shows no signs of self-destructing or meekly 
conceding to “socialism.” It was, ironically, Lenin who 
remarked that there were no absolutely hopeless situations 
for capitalism. And the present situation is far from hopeless. 
Capitalism will, despite its attendant shocks and 
contradictions, and despite growing evidence in its 
heartlands of stagnation and decline, inexorably go on. 
There is no such thing as a last stage of capitalism while 
capitalism still exists. The last stage can only be identified 
retrospectively when and if it is replaced by another 
economic system. The system will not jump, it has to be 
pushed. And today, nobody is pushing. 

The fact is that the overwhelming majority of people, even 
in the wealthy countries, are wage and capital dependent. 
They need jobs and money and a functional economy. This 
means that they have a clear interest in re-installing the 
economic system whenever it breaks down. “So long as the 
basic institutions of capitalism remain in place, it is in 
rational self-interest of almost everyone to keep the 
capitalists happy,” wrote American mathematician David 
Schweickart in his 2002 book. After Capitalism. 44 “Economic 
growth is in the immediate interest of virtually every sector 
of society—growth in the straight-forwards sense as 
measured by GDP.” 

This truth holds in spite of low growth and recurrent 
recessions or crises. Consider the clamor to do “whatever it 
takes” to restore business as usual after the 2008 crash 
when the system really did threaten to break down and 
there was the immediate danger of ATM machines not 
dispensing cash and companies not being able to pay their 
workforce. With no alternative on the horizon, political elites 
were always going to intervene with trillions of dollars of 


“taxpayers” money. That is why it's presumptuous to 
describe any of capitalism's increasingly visible 
contradictions as fatal. The aforementioned David Harvey 
lists seventeen contradictions of capital in his latest book 
but maintains that only one of them is "potentially fatal.” 
But it will turn out to be fatal, he elaborates, "only if a 
revolutionary movement arises to change the evolutionary 
path that the endless accumulation of capital dictates. 
Whether or not a revolutionary spirit crystallises out to force 
radical changes in the way in which we live is not given in 
the stars. It depends entirely on human volition. ”45 

So is there any value in being aware of capitalism's 
resurgent contradictions if they are probably not fatal, and 
even if they result in economic breakdown simply produce a 
clamor on the part of the public as well as the elites to 
restore the system to, if not health, at least basic 
functionality? The point, I would suggest, is that there is a 
crying need for a post-capitalist, ecological movement to 
articulate an alternative to a capitalism that is seriously not 
delivering for millions of people and not delivering in a way 
that hasn't been true since before the Second World War. I 
was brought up with the idea that although capitalism may 
have terrible side effects it delivered the goods in terms of 
rising wealth and consumerist distractions. From where I am 
sitting that is simply not the case anymore. Whereas, not so 
long ago, politicians promised a better future, however 
much those promises were empty public relations flannel, 
now their message is conspicuously negative. Politics has 
become nasty and vicious (and in its treatment of the 
unemployed and the disabled verging on the sadistic) and 
all about adapting to the demands of a creaking economy. 
Forget the sunlit uplands, the future comprises differing 
gradations of pain. 


I believe a social ecology and assembly democracy 
movement that wishes to thrive and become a genuine rival 
to capitalism has to respond to this new situation and mood. 
If I were to crudely summarise the message of social ecology 
up to this point it is along the lines of: capitalism incessantly 
grows, creating soulless and energy draining urbanization 
and megacities, and at the same time as it destroys and 
pollutes the natural environment, the market economy 
steadily remakes society in its own image, commodifying 
more and more aspects of life and imposing a buyer-seller 
relationship. But explicit within the concept of “post- 
scarcity” was the assumption that the material foundations 
of people in wealthy capitalist countries were assured. The 
period after the Second World War, Bookchin wrote, was 
infused with "a buoyant sense of promise” and this feeling of 
optimism was "clearly materialistic.” A radical ethic 
developed, he asserted in Remaking Society, possessed of 
"the reasonable certainty that the abolition of oppression in 
any form—of the senses as well as of the body and mind— 
could be achieved even on the bourgeois grounds of 
economic instrumentalism. ”46 The trouble with the capitalist 
machine, as well as its potential, was not its internal 
contradictions but that it had become remarkably stable and 
successful. I am not arguing that capitalist growth is no 
longer a problem. Even during the "crisis years” of 2008 to 
2012, the advanced capitalist countries grew by around 1% 
a year, which is high by long-term historical standards. 
Economic stagnation in Japan has been accompanied by a 
rise, not a fall, in carbon emissions. And commodification 
has, if anything, intensified after the crash as the rich 
countries try to resuscitate growth. However, what cannot be 
ignored is that capitalism is no longer the machine of 
prosperity for millions of people in the rich countries. A 


growth in absolute poverty, mass unemployment, under¬ 
employment, low-paying self-employment, declining 
incomes, housing precarity and evictions, and a disavowal of 
responsibility to vulnerable people dependent on vanishing 
state welfare benefits, are all features of this new landscape. 
The buoyant sense of promise Bookchin discerned in the 
spirit of the 1960s has been transformed into virtually its 
polar opposite—an atmosphere of dread and fatalism. 

What this signifies is that if social ecology wishes to really 
make headway as a movement for ecological transformation, 
it needs to invigorate its social dimension. It is revealing 
that, Kurdistan aside, the outbreaks of assembly democracy 
that have occurred in recent years have all taken place in 
countries suffering from economic breakdown and trauma, 
namely Argentina, Greece and Spain. In addition to 
assemblies of indignados, co-operative economic 
alternatives—in energy, food and housing, for example- 
have flourished in Spain after the crash, partly for the 
prosaic reason that the dominant capitalist economy has 
simply ceased to be a reliable presence in people's lives. If 
capitalism fails, alternatives will happen, that is an absolute 
guarantee. The question that remains is what will be the 
relationship of the economic alternatives to the popular 
assemblies that also spring up. As a theory, libertarian 
municipalism, the political dimension of social ecology, is 
clear on how political power can be reclaimed from the state, 
but less so about how it can be wrested from capital.^/There 
is little doubt that representative democracy has failed. It 
has exposed itself as simply a component in the economic 
and political oligarchy that rules Western societies. But to 
take on that oligarchy requires an assembly democracy to, 
for example, provide oversight of and control over a new 
public system of credit and banking. And even if it is agreed 


that the nation state is the crux of the oligarchy, the issue 
remains that millions of people are dependent on state 
services and benefits. To merely leave them to the wolves in 
an existential rejection of the state and its entire works, is 
not an option. A post-capitalist movement must be 
defensive as well as creative. 

Despite the proliferation of sages, nobody really knows 
what will happen to capitalism in the wealthy countries in 
the coming decades. The only certainty is that we are in a 
period of uncertainty. 'The validity of a theory and a 
movement will depend profoundly on how clearly it can see 
what lies just ahead," Bookchin said in 2002.45 Yet what lies 
just ahead is far from clear. It is quite possible that a new 
and overwhelming financial crisis will occur, leaving the 
state unable to bail out financial institutions and other 
corporations and thus precipitating a wave of bankruptcies 
and a destruction of capital value comparable to the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. This will leave some form of state 
capitalism as the only possible option and create millions 
more "superfluous" people—superfluous in capitalist terms. 
Capitalism is no longer capable of playing the role assigned 
to it by social ecology in the past: that of a well-tuned, 
efficient machine that spews out endless change in all 
directions, from compound growth to urbanization, from 
work to climate change, from ethics to popular culture, while 
itself remaining free of volatility and disequilibrium. The 
machine itself is now malfunctioning. This changes 
everything. 
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TOWARD AN 
ECONOMY OF REPAIR 

BY ADAM KRAUSE 


W e see ourselves acting upon the world. There is 
subject and object. Action upon. Separation. We do 
things to things. But this view obscures the active role of the 
non-human. The world also acts. And the boundary between 
that active world and human beings is porous and fluid. 

In some ways this is obvious. We inhale and exhale. We 
eat things and they become us. We excrete what we cannot 
use, and it rejoins the world. There are also hundreds of 
microbial species in our stomachs that help us digest our 
food. We could not do it without them, yet they are not us. 
Or are they? Are we a single organism or many? 

And our skin, the apparent boundary between us and the 
world, is similarly teeming with microorganisms, many of 
which are essential to our health. The normally benign 
Staphylococcus epidermidis makes fatty acids and glycerol 
out of the lipids our sebaceous glands release. This is an 
important process. And this same species helps produce 



anti-microbial peptides, antibiotic-like substances that 
prevent pathogens from colonizing our flesh. 49 

Essential elements of our existence are performed by 
separate organisms. Our boundaries are ambiguous. We are 
not discrete beings navigating an environment. We are 
assemblages operating along the border of self and other. 
There is not organism and environment. There is no and. A 
human is like a house with no roof, walls, or floor. We are but 
the barest of structures, interpenetrating whatever 
environments we inhabit. We realize we are just a few planks 
of wood, a series of thoughts, and a lot of empty space. A 
bird flies through. 

These assemblages we call our selves were composed 
from materials we did not choose, through a process we were 
not there to control. For example, cyanobacteria evolved 
about 2.5 billion years ago. These organisms were the first to 
perform oxygenic photosynthesis, and now, thanks to the 
process they introduced, our planet has the most oxygen- 
rich atmosphere in the known Universe. About a billion years 
later, massive movements of Earth's tectonic plates washed 
minerals like calcium carbonate into the oceans. Some 
organisms assimilated these minerals to make exoskeletons 
and endoskeletons, putting Earth's inhabitants on the path 
to possessing bones. 

We emerged from earth, water, sun, and air. But the 
journey from soil to cyanobacteria to cities started very 
slowly and eventually accelerated. The Earth formed about 
4.6 billion years ago. Photosynthesis emerged 2.5 billion 
years ago. But it was not until about 550 million years ago 
that the first fish appeared. Mammals showed up about 300 
million years after that. Anatomically modern humans 
evolved roughly 200,000 years ago, and it was a mere 5000 


years ago that the Mesopotamians developed the first 
written language. 

The bulk of history, as well as human history, has been 
spent developing the physically grounded part of animal 
systems—the part that perceives and navigates the world. 
Linguistic and symbolic representations of reality are a 
relatively recent acquisition. As we perform our daily 
movements, as we yawn and we stretch, we don't make 
symbols to represent what we're doing. We dig much deeper 
into our evolutionary past, and employ functions developed 
by our most ancient ancestors. For most activities, the world 
is its own best map. We just perceive it and deal with it. 

But it is an unpredictable map in perpetual motion. We 
are surrounded and filled with materials that transcend our 
wills and the roles we assign them. The outside world, 
wherever that begins, is not a mere mechanical automaton, 
but a swirling sea of things, each with a vitality of its own. 
And this is not just true of other organisms. There is the 
chaos of water and weather, and electricity that can reverse 
directions and ignore the path humans put it on. Electricity 
seeks its own balance and always finds it. Downed lines 
have caused sudden power reversals, leading to overloads 
and outages that no human foresaw.50 

We are coextensive with a world we cannot completely 
command. This is nothing new. But there is an update. We 
are coextensive with a world we cannot completely 
command that is falling apart. There are now more than 400 
dead zones in the oceans. Ninety percent of the large 
predator fish are gone. 32 in May 2014, the collapse of the 
western Antarctic ice sheet began. 32 it cannot be halted. 
Between 2010 and 2014, the Antarctic ice-melt rate 
doubled . 34 Things are looking increasingly cataclysmic, and 
the more sudden and dramatic the changes, the less likely it 


will be that plants and animals will be able to adapt. The 
world is crumbling, and the biology of our being is 
connected to it. We are consuming, discarding, and 
destroying the basis of our being. 

Our expanding populations and increasing consumption 
levels are driving this destruction. Following centuries of 
fairly steady populations and economies, we discovered 
fossil fuels, free markets, and imperialism. That's when 
things really took off. In 1820, there were about 1 billion 
people on the planet with a combined annual economic 
output of roughly $690 billion. By 2000, there were more 
than 6 billion people and economic output was a staggering 
$40 trillion. Since just 1960, the world economy has doubled 
its annual output. 55 in the United States, where bigger is 
always better and the biggest is undoubtedly the best, the 
size of the average home has nearly doubled since 1970. At 
the same time, population increased by 100 million. There 
are more people, and they apparently need more space than 
anyone did before. But it's still not enough space for all their 
things. The first storage facilities—extra space people can 
rent to store all their extra stuff—appeared in Texas in the 
1960s. There are now nearly 2 billion square feet of storage 
space all across the United States. 55 

Human insecurities fuel competitive consumption, which 
yields more insecurities and more consumption. The 
stagnant or falling real wages of the last several decades 
have not slowed our purchases, but merely increased our 
debts. We spend money we never had to buy things no one 
should have made. We are eating the Earth alive in the 
process. 

And we really are destroying the world to make things we 
simply do not need. The ancient Egyptians believed gold 
was "the skin of the gods," in particular, the sun god Ra. And 


although this belief is no longer widely held, gold has 
somehow retained its popularity. Keeping new gold on the 
market to meet its demand involves bulldozing rainforests, 
removing the soil, then sifting through that soil to find a bit 
of gold, while filling the surrounding rivers with mercury, 
cyanide, and other pollutants. 

Gold dust bonds to mercury, and its use in mining dates 
back at least to the Romans, who even banned it for a while, 
due to its obvious environmental impacts. But cyanide works 
even better, since it can amalgamate even microscopic gold 
particles into usable chunks, and the modern miner much 
prefers cyanide to mercury. Each gram of successfully 
extracted gold requires the use of about one and a half tons 
of pollutants. So any piece of the planet can become our 
private property, no matter how small and hard to locate it 
might be. We may need to ruin a river or two in the process, 
but at least the market survives. 57 

And we do love our market. Economic growth, the quest 
for wealth, and the glories of owning have become the 
central tenets in a secular religion that revolves around 
consumption, with economic growth as the central tenet in 
this belief system. It is frequently presented as a cure for all 
sorts of ills. How's the economy doing? Good? Then we 
should be fine. Not much stops a piece of legislation as 
quickly as the claim that it might slow the economy. 
Economic growth is monitored to the decimal point and 
endlessly analyzed in the news. When a business stops 
growing, that is, if it fails to sell more and more products 
every quarter, investors panic and flee. We get worried when 
growth slows. We forget that our ancestors managed to eat. 

Adam Smith, one of the earliest theorists of capitalism, 
saw “the propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one 
thing for another," and “the uniform, constant, and 


uninterrupted effort of every man to better his condition,” as 
the defining human characteristics. 55 But Smith failed to 
recognize that these supposedly natural characteristics 
arose in a very specific historical milieu. The drive for never- 
ending economic growth arose along with the changed 
circumstances that made capitalism possible. It is a 
relatively recent historical development. And in the early 
decades of capitalism's ascendance, there was resistance to 
the new values and practices it was introducing. Its global 
dominance was never assured. Our current propensity 
toward gathering more, more, more, and then a little bit 
more after that, is not human nature, but a social 
circumstance made possible by the rise of the market 
economy. 

Wrapped in these social circumstances, we lose sight of 
the physical and biological contingencies that sustain our 
activities. Yet no matter how disconnected we appear to be, 
we remain attached to our planet. Even while driving down a 
road, trading stocks on a cell phone, we remain firmly 
embedded in the physics and biology of Earth. Rubber tires, 
once made from trees, now made from petroleum, spin along 
a mixture of crushed limestone, sand, and gravel. Electricity 
moves through mined copper, bearing bad news about the 
state of the stock market. Meanwhile, photosynthesized 
oxygen travels the bloodstream, bones of ancient rock keep 
hands on the wheel, and microorganisms ride along in the 
stomach and on the flesh. The line between the human and 
non-human cannot be drawn. And as we subsume and 
consume these surroundings, we remove the very basis for 
our being. 

Why do we do this? Why do we continue to sacrifice the 
world at the altar of the market? The world is real, but we 
invented the market. We dote upon our human contrivances. 


but forget about the planet that was fertile enough to allow 
for their creation in the first place. 

Although our economies are socially fabricated, and our 
money is made up, these things are still based on the 
movements of actual goods and services. And all those 
goods and services are created and performed by utilizing 
bits and pieces of the planet. And it seems the bout of 
economic turmoil we are currently encountering is based on 
the very real destruction of the Earth. Our made up money is 
doing poorly because our very real planet is doing worse. We 
are asking the impossible of it. It would take six to eight 
Earths to give everyone on just this one a North American 
level of consumption. 

According to the laws of thermodynamics, matter and 
energy cannot be created or destroyed, just used and 
dissipated. There is thus an inverse relationship between a 
system's sustainability and the volume of matter and energy 
it utilizes. Just based on physics, our current trajectory is 
ascending toward collapse. Entropy is a law of nature. We 
cannot just ignore it and hope it will go away. 

We may be meeting the limits of growth. An economic 
recovery for our current system may no longer be possible. 
The planet is nearly plundered. Affordable and accessible 
resources for industrial production are diminishing. Copper, 
zinc, iron, and other metals are growing harder to find and 
extract. Gathering them requires increasingly massive 
amounts of energy—energy that almost invariably comes 
from fossil fuels collected from deeper and deeper sea beds, 
or by hydraulically fracturing rocks. The world's supply of 
enriched uranium has, much like oil, passed its peak. Solar 
and wind power may produce electricity, but industrial 
capitalism requires vast supplies of stored and transportable 
energy. Fossil fuels come conveniently pre-packaged as 



stored energy, and their use helped make our industrial 
expansion possible in the first place. But existing methods 
for storing solar and wind power as liquid hydrogen are so 
energy intensive that the whole process yields a net loss. 
Our current methods of living cannot last long. We won't 
have the energy or the resources. 

Of course, the collapse of capitalism has been declared 
imminent for about as long as it's been an "ism," and that 
collapse has been watched for with a fervor rivaled only by 
the Second Coming of Christ. Yet the collapse has not come. 
Why is this? There are many reasons, including the fact that 
the market economy is incredibly mutable and adaptive. 
Business practices have been revolutionized generation 
after generation. And it is also a complex and deeply 
embedded social system that actually manages to supply 
basic needs for enough people that only a small minority 
ever hit the streets. And the truly destitute rarely get 
organized. Just surviving requires too much time and effort. 

So while the collapse of capitalism may seem increasingly 
imminent, it may not be imminent enough to prevent the 
pillage of our planet. There is still a lot of money to be made. 
We will cut the tops off mountains to find minerals, pump 
water into rocks to release every drop of oil and gas, drill 
deeper into the oceans, chop down all the trees, and eat all 
the fish, just to keep economic growth where the economists 
say it ought to be. 

We cannot go on like this, but many of our fellow humans 
seem determined to go on exactly like this. And those with 
the most interest in perpetuating our present patterns are 
those with the most power to do the perpetuating. The 
preservation of our planet will require total determination 
and stubborn perseverance in the presence of such 
entrenched power. 



We need truly radical solutions. And I mean “radical” in 
the radical sense of the word—tracing its etymology back to 
the Latin radix, meaning “root.” And also radish, or the foot 
of a hill, or a base, foundation, or origin. We should 
remember and remain aware of the physical and biological 
roots of our being. We came from Earth and live on Earth. 
We're not so different from radishes, really. We need good 
soil and clean water to stay alive. If we want to ever have 
those things again, we will need to radically rethink 
everything we do. We should put our roots back down. 

We currently produce, consume, and discard more than 
the world can handle. Obsolescence is built into many of the 
things we buy. And producers of consumer goods don't want 
to create objects with longer lifespans. Goods need to be 
used up, become outmoded, or fall out of fashion. If objects 
were made to last, their producers would quickly put 
themselves out of business. And we are not encouraged to 
repair our broken things. We can often acquire new items 
more cheaply and easily than we can fix old ones. We 
consume and discard and consume again. We feel proud of 
our purchasing power as we confidently send one item to a 
landfill and buy another to replace it. 

Does this mean we are too materialistic? If materialism is 
used in its ordinary sense to mean valuing wealth, 
possessions, and their acquisition over other values, then we 
are way too materialistic. But materialism has another 
meaning—the belief that everything that exists is matter, or 
dependent on matter for its existence. Taken to its logical 
conclusion, this latter type of materialism would discourage 
treating every piece of the planet as a resource for the 
taking, and would encourage handling the physical world 
and other organisms as fellow travelers on Earth—essential 
companions instead of guilty indulgences. 



The reality of our being should inform our modes of being. 
We could create an economy of repair—one based on 
respect for the world and its materials. We should have what 
we need and fix what we have. Durability and quality ought 
to replace fashion and newness as the most appealing 
elements of any object. Learning to create and maintain 
long lasting items would be the most important skills one 
could have. Carefully crafting, repairing, and maintaining 
these things could become the basis of our economies. 
There would be far less production, consumption, and waste 
if we bought better, bought less, and made it last. 

It should be apparent that this new materialism would not 
require an ascetic renunciation of the pleasures of living, but 
rather, a re-enchantment of the world, and a rediscovery of 
the child's eyes that see wonders everywhere. We would find 
ourselves a new kind of unhappy if we replaced over¬ 
consumption with austerity. It would be like abstinence 
education for teenagers. Self-denial sells poorly without a 
more appealing alternative. Luckily, this redefined 
materialism would encourage living with our minds and 
senses more fully engaged. A move in this direction would 
actually enhance happiness and well-being. 

Knowing how things work attaches us to the things we 
have. Careful craftsmanship requires time and attention to 
detail. This care becomes embodied and perceived in the 
finished product. The maker and the user feel closer to the 
materials involved. Just think about our relationship to food. 
The more we understand the process that brought it there, 
the more we appreciate what's on our plates. 

We have lost much of our manual competence and our 
connection to our things. Most of us are incapable of 
knowledgeably dealing with the materials of our world 
beyond the simple acts of buying them and plugging them 



in. Shop classes have largely been removed from schools, 
and students in the first world are primarily steered toward a 
high-tech, virtual future. Computer literacy is certainly 
important, but as our educations and livelihoods become 
increasingly virtual, we lose our connection to the physical 
world—a physical world that further suffers from our virtual 
lives as inhabitants of the third world melt our discarded 
devices to get the lithium, mercury, and copper back on the 
market. 

All this is more than a request that we support our local 
cobblers, carpenters, and tailors, although we can and 
should. So much more is required. We need a complete 
paradigm shift. Everything we do should be reassessed. We 
must live in new ways, and create possibilities for others to 
do the same. Ignore and avoid the economy of consumption. 
Create and encourage the economy of repair. 

With the breakdown of capitalism spotted on every 
horizon for well over a century, the question that almost 
inevitably follows each declaration of this supposedly 
imminent event is, so what could we do after capitalism? 
How would we survive? We have at least part of an answer. 
To put it quite simply, we could tend to the world and its 
materials. We could take care of things. We could base our 
economies around maintaining what we have. There would 
be plenty of work to do. 

What I am proposing here will require a complete reversal 
in how we perceive and behave toward the world. We 
currently construct our egos and define ourselves largely 
through the things we buy. So to change our relationship to 
the world, we not only need to dismantle our socially 
constructed selves, but actually change the way we 
construct those selves. Our minds have been so conditioned 
by capitalism that this may seem to fall somewhere between 



daunting and impossible. But the market economy molded 
and shifted our values. Why couldn't the rise of the repair 
economy do the same? So here's to hoping we can change 
our minds. Death to materialism. Long live materialism. 
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CAPITALISM, COMMUNALISM, 

AND CITIZENSHIP 

BY MARCO ROSAIRE ROSSI 


T here are many differences between the natural sciences 
and the social sciences, but the one of greatest 
importance is the issue of identity and change. In the 
natural sciences, how people view aspects of the nonsocial 
world does not inherently change the nature of those things. 
This, however, is precisely what happens when humans 
attempt to understand themselves in their own societies. 
How humans view themselves inevitably determines how 
they interact with their political and social environment. No 
social science can therefore be a detached science in the 
same way that the natural sciences are. The social sciences 
are always active forms of inquiry that change the world as 
much as they seek to understand it. 

The significance in pointing out this truism is in the 
realization that a revolutionary transformation of society 
requires a revolutionary transformation of human identity 
and self-perception. How people see themselves—and the 



past that they draw from—plays a critical role in defining 
how they will make their own futures. This does not mean 
that humans are always the victims of their own identities; 
only that people cannot take an active role in creating their 
own histories unless their conception of who they are and 
where they have come from supports and encourages such 
activity. 

For these reasons, we need to rethink our concepts of 
revolutionary agency and identity. Throughout much of the 
history of the Left, the revolutionary agent was primarily 
identified as the “worker,” or in the case of Marxism, the 
“industrial proletariat,” who is supposed to change all over 
society through the overthrow capitalism, or, in the case of 
anarchism, capitalism and the state. This has been highly 
problematic. The “worker” is a limited identity that fails to 
include entire sections of the population, and clinging to it 
as the most significant revolutionary identity ties radical 
theory to antiquated notions of economic determinism. Most 
important though, is that the concept of the “worker,” 
preoccupied with matters of production and consumption, is 
a poor starting place to form an ecological consciousness. 
Environmental destruction is not a product of alienated 
labor, but the results of an irrationally planned economy. 
Sustainability is not only about how things are produced and 
consumed, but also about how new technologies and 
ecological systems alter our overall production and 
consumption patterns. 

Communalists emphasize that human beings are 
essentially “political animals” and insist on the need to 
create a radically democratic public sphere. We believe that 
the appropriate revolutionary identity for exciting social 
change is the citizen. It is citizens—people who participate 
in the public sphere for the sake of creating a good life—that 



can institute the most comprehensive changes in society. 
Here, I will flesh out communalism's idea of citizenship by 
revealing the shortcomings of the notion of the 
revolutionary worker in the struggle for socialism, and how 
we can work toward a cooperative and ecological economy 
by fostering a civic consciousness within the working class. 
It is the civic nature of socialism, I will argue, as opposed to 
the strictly economic, that has the greatest potential for 
producing an ecologically sustainable world. 

T he exact role of the worker as a revolutionary agent was 
a question that preoccupied what is now referred to as 
the Old Left. Early socialists, having their roots in the 
European Enlightenment, were of course interested in 
fundamental questions of human nature. However, what 
separated the political ideals of the mid-eighteenth century 
and that of the mid-nineteenth century was not merely that 
one was “bourgeois” and the other was “proletarian,” but 
that one saw revolutionary agency as a matter of belief and 
the other saw it a matter of consciousness formed because 
of one's social position. In the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries the revolutionary identity was 
understood to be the patriot, defined as how a person felt 
about one's country, and specifically how one felt in 
relations to a monarchical regime. In contrast, in the mid¬ 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the revolutionary 
identity was recognized as the class-conscious worker. It was 
an identity formed through the intersection between how 
one felt about society and where one was actually 
positioned in the capitalist mode of production. The 
importance of socialist theory in this regard was in 
contextualizing political consciousness to its social 



conditions. Human subjectivity, and, by extension, personal 
freedom could only be understood in the context of 
objective factors determined by technological, geographical, 
and institutional limits. 

Marxist theory produced the most theoretically advanced 
understanding of this contextualization of human 
emancipation; yet, at the same time, it was also the most 
dogmatic one. For Marxists, the revolutionary identity was 
not just the worker, but specifically the industrial proletariat, 
understood in the terms of its economic capacity. A major 
problem in Marxism has always been in determining how 
much agency this revolutionary identity actually had in 
relation to the supposed laws of historical and economic 
development. Marx's own views of the matter were 
contradictory. In his preface to A Contribution to the Critique 
of Poiiticai Economy, Marx noted, “the mode of production of 
material life conditions the social, political and intellectual 
life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men 
that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social 
being that determines their consciousness. “59 This view, 
that the “social production of existence" is “indispensable 
and independent of... will, “59 sharply contrasts with Marx's 
famous proclamation that “the philosophers have only 
interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is 
to change it.''5i The later proclamation implies a moral 
burden to use intellectual resources to change society for 
the better, thus calling on people to exercise a will 
independent of relations that determine the social 
reproduction of existence. 

To what degree consciousness and social position 
influence each other were never definitely answered within 
the Old Left. And, often times the tension between the two 
was sidestepped completely, in favor of a crude historical 


materialism. For all the hopes and cheering on the 
revolutionary potential of the working class, in the end, the 
worker was elevated to such messianic heights because the 
role it played within the capitalist system. Its revolutionary 
potential was dependent of its strategic ability to 
expropriate production and its material—rather than ethical 
—interest in eliminating capitalism. 

Both in Marx's time and immediately after, the belief in 
the revolutionary identity of the worker was challenged by 
both libertarian and authoritarian arguments. Marx's 
anarchist rival Michael Bakunin had no patience for the 
development of such historical forces, and he cared little for 
the strategic importance of the industrial proletariat in 
abolishing capitalism. Unlike Marx's emphasis on historical 
laws, Bakunin, though still holding on to a loose version of 
historical materialism, believed that the pursuit of socialism 
was determined by humanity's innate "instinct for freedom." 
As he explained, humans were "endowed in a higher degree 
than the animals of any other species with two precious 
faculties—f/7e power to think and the desire to rebei."62 

Bakunin emphasis on the instinctual nature of human 
freedom was the first, though partial, challenge to the 
hegemony of the worker in the creation of socialism. Since 
freedom was a matter of instinct, the drive for freedom and 
the creation of a free society was a universal characteristic. 
Creating a socialist society was a matter of tapping into the 
masses' innate capacity for anti-political spontaneous social 
action. Bakunin, though not a Luddite, was critical of the 
sociological features of urban industrialized life. He believed 
that the rigidity of factory life robbed the masses of their 
potential for spontaneity and thus started a process of 
"embourgeoisment’ of the working class. Instead of a social 
revolution being led by the industrial proletariat, Bakunin 


believed that it would be fostered through a mixture of 
social classes including the lumpenproletariat of urban 
bohemians and vagabonds, rural peasants and farmers, and 
young declasse intellectuals, as well as industrial 
proletarians. 

Bakunin's more eclectic approach to revolutionary 
transformation had the effect of making the socialist 
revolution a social rather than a purely economic affair, and 
his prognosis on the participation of a variety of social 
classes and identities in formatting revolution was more 
prescient. None of the great revolutions of the Old Left 
happened in advanced industrialized nations, where the 
industrial proletariat could constitute a possible majority. Far 
from always existing on the revolutionary vanguard, the 
revolutionary potential of the industrial proletariat has 
waxed and waned over the years, and at times this 
proletariat even adopted an openly reactionary politics. 

However, Bakunin's anarchist emphasis on an “instinct for 
freedom" has its own problems. If freedom was simply a 
matter of tapping into “instinct," then it is curious why 
anyone would have to fight for it all? If there is an instinct 
for freedom, then there must also be an instinct for 
domination and submission. In which case institutions and 
history become essential elements in ensuring that 
humanity's instinct for freedom triumphs over other, 
possibly even more demanding, instincts. This means that 
anarchism's anti-political focus of the spontaneous action on 
the masses, separate from institution building, becomes a 
poor strategy for winning or maintaining a free society. 

Along authoritarian lines the preoccupation with the 
worker as a revolutionary identity was challenged by Lenin. 
More so than any other socialist theorist, Lenin understood 
the inherent contradiction in believing that that the worker. 



as an economic agent, was supposed to formulate a political 
revolution. In the name of Marxism, Lenin sought to relegate 
the role of class-consciousness in fomenting the socialist 
revolution to political consciousness. For Lenin, workers, 
absent the influence of a political party, were only able to 
develop an economic consciousness that demanded day-to- 
day reforms within capitalism. It was only through the 
agitation of a Marxist political party that workers could 
become educated enough to see the necessity for 
overthrowing capitalism completely. 

Lenin's transfer of the revolutionary identity from the 
worker to the vanguard party was an elitist molestation of 
socialist doctrine, but there is a point within Lenin's 
argument that has significance. Fixating on workers as 
economic agents alienates them from the very revolution 
they are supposed to create. Entering into the political 
sphere, even one of a highly elitist nature where workers are 
reduced to mere party members, creates a type of 
consciousness in workers that allows them to comprehend 
the totality of capitalist oppression. 

After the Second World War, the age of worker socialism 
ended. The experiments in economical social revolutions, 
though with inspiring successes, failed to create the 
societies their advocates were aiming for. In addition, the 
world was remade in dramatic ways that the Old Left failed 
to anticipate. Developed nations were shaken by 
demographic changes. An entire youth subculture had 
formed that was violently at odds with assumed cultural and 
aesthetic rigidity of the post-World War II era. Meanwhile, 
developing nations experienced a series of national 
revolutions that upturned the global order and ended up 
redefining the meaning of sovereignty. 


However, the biggest change unforeseen by the Old Left 
was the growth of an ecological consciousness, which called 
into question certain economic assumptions of material 
prosperity and progress that dominated Old Left thinking. As 
Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberg have pointed out, 
the post-War prosperity brought new leisure opportunities 
for millions of people. ^4 What they decided to fill this leisure 
time with was a newfound appreciation for the natural world. 
It was not that environmental destruction had become more 
intense; it clearly had not. Air and water quality, along with 
sanitation, had improved, and many environmental issues, 
both caused by and prior to industrialization, were finding 
solutions. However, these improvements were not 
undertaken for environmental reasons, because, at the time, 
none of these issues was considered an environmental 
problem. It was only through new leisure opportunities, 
along with greater public education, and a general anxiety 
about the future, that a mass ecological consciousness was 
born. After this, certain social issues were seen in 
environmental terms, and the state of the environment 
became interwoven with questions of production and 
consumption. 

These factors greatly influenced the development of the 
New Left. The New Left embraced a revolutionary 
consciousness that went beyond capitalism and the state 
and recognized the multiple ways in which oppression 
operated. Linder its influence, the revolutionary identity was 
not transformed from the worker to some other specific 
group, but fractured to include women, youth, gays and 
lesbians, even nature itself, along with many others. This 
had the effect of expanding the cause of socialism beyond 
its economic boundaries. The struggle for equality became 
as much a cultural struggle as it was an economic one. 


Fracturing the worker as a revolutionary identity has 
made revolutionary politics more inclusive, but also more 
desultory. Currently, the need for a revolutionary identity 
has been so muddled by the growth of identity politics, 
conflicting hierarchies of oppression, and the influence of 
postmodernism's extreme relativism that barely any leftists 
today consider it an issue. At the same time, it remains one 
of the most important issues for actually transforming 
society. Fundamental questions, such as what does it mean 
to be a member of a free society, what are the duties that 
individuals have in such a society, and how can each and all 
of us—despite our social, sexual, cultural, and geographical 
differences—equally participate in this society, have not 
only gone unanswered; they are barely ever asked. 

T he major problem within leftist theory is that it has not 
matured beyond the world described by its founders. 
The industrial revolution shocked the senses of European 
society, and the economic determinism that it inspired has 
had a slow death. It has always been assumed that 
socialism, being an economic system, could only be 
established through embracing an economic identity. 
Socialism was to be realized by workers—once workers 
became conscious of themselves as workers—that is, 
conscious of themselves as a class, and aware of their 
economic standing within capitalism. There is no doubt that 
workers as workers have made great strides in peeling away 
some of the harshest elements within capitalism, but they 
have only been able to negotiate better terms within an 
economic system because their ability to negotiate in the 
first place was already won politically. As much as it may 
begrudge leftwing libertarians to acknowledge it, Lenin was 



correct on this point, and his correctness explains much of 
the appeal of Leninism among Marxists. Workers are only 
able to make great strides within capitalism because they 
see themselves not only in the terms of their class 
consciousness but also in the terms of their civic 
consciousness, and they are willing to engaged politically in 
the struggle against capitalism as citizens and not simply as 
workers. In this manner, socialism is not necessarily realized 
through the embracing of an economic identity but rather 
through the embracing of a political identity. 

Unfortunately, the civic character of socialism has been 
downplayed throughout the history of the Left. The greatest 
threat to capitalism has been the wholesale removal of 
certain economic activities away from hierarchical and 
market relations. The attempt to codify certain economic 
rights has been far more successful in creating a more 
cooperative and egalitarian society than most people, 
including many leftists, have realized. When voting rights 
were tied to the ownership of property, participation in 
elections was considered an economic right. Once suffrage 
was open to all people regardless of property, it was 
understood as a political right, even though the struggle for 
universal suffrage was specifically fought along class lines. 
The same is true in varying degrees of the right to an 
attorney, to a jury of one's peers, to freedom of association, 
to freedom of the speech, and to public education. There is 
no reason to think that current “economic" rights will not go 
through a similar “politicizing" process if the civic character 
of socialism is embraced more fully. 

The most important aspect of emphasizing the civic 
character of socialism, however, is that it orientates our 
attention away from economic production and toward 
economic planning. The belief that a socialist economy can 



be established through workers seizing the means of 
production, either through a workers' state or more directly 
through a labor syndicate, assumes that there is nothing 
inherently flawed with the overall means of production. This 
view is not tenable within the context of climate change. 
The current climate crisis is driven by the manner in which 
energy, the essential commodity for the running of any 
economy, is produced. Because of this, the crisis of climate 
change cannot me ameliorated by simply seizing the means 
of production. Workers' control of coal power plants, no 
matter how egalitarian, will still produce ghastly amounts of 
carbon dioxide. Moreover, nor can it mean that not seizing 
the means of production, even an energy source as 
dangerous as coal, is an option. Without control of an 
economy's energy sources, and for many areas of the world 
that is still coal, the means of production in the economy 
have not actually been seized. It is only through conscious 
planning—both the intentional mitigating of the deleterious 
effects within an industry and the utilizing and developing 
of new technologies for the creation of new industries—that 
economies will be able to de-carbonize. In this manner, it is 
not enough to simply control the means of production. 
People must also learn how to plan their economies in such a 
way that the wealth of each industry is used to displace that 
industry. Economies should not just expand, but evolve. This 
intentional evolving of the economy is only possible with a 
society that has a vibrant civic sphere where people behave 
as citizens, because it is only in this realm that the evolution 
of the economy can be considered as a whole and not in its 
parts as individual rival industries. 



he main objection to embracing the identity of a 

T revolutionary citizen instead of revolutionary worker is 
that the notion of “citizen” is thought to be a bourgeois 
concept connected to the nation-state. In the hopes 
that the abolishment of capitalism will also lead to the 
destruction of the nation-state, there is a reluctance to 
adopt such a conceptual framework. Citizen, however, is 
anything but a bourgeois concept. For communalists, the 
citizen exists not just separate from the nation-state, but as 
an idea that is in radical opposition to it. 

The power of the state is derived from two sources. The 
first is an exclusionary power that is able to declare those 
outside its borders as aliens, and the second is a repressive 
power that is able to transform those within its borders into 
subjects. Opposition to the nation-state means a breakdown 
of the concept of nationhood through a localist force that 
emphasizes municipal democracy and a globalist force that 
emphasizes world government. For communalists, the idea 
of citizenship combines the concepts of communal 
democracy with that of cosmopolitan confederalism to 
represent a dual threat to the nation-state, and indeed any 
state, for both its hierarchy and its parochialism. This dual 
approach is a product of looking into the ancient past at 
more democratic forms of government while at the same 
time looking forward into the near future at a world that is 
far more interconnected. 

In the terms of ancient past, the idea of a revolutionary 
civic identity draws upon ancient Athenian notions of 
governance that understood citizenship as a form of direct 
democratic engagement with one's community. In ancient 
Athens politics was seen as a means through which the 
highest form of ethical life could be obtained. The more 



citizens engaged in politics, the more generous and self- 
aware they were to become. 

This unique and positive aspect of Athenian democracy 
does not mean that the ancient Athenian institutions can, or 
even should, be reproduced. Ancient Athenian democracy 
was intensely xenophobic and imperialistic. After Athens 
helped liberate Greek city-states from Persian rule, it 
engaged in a brutal subjection of its weaker neighbors. This 
imperialist project brought Athens into armed conflict with 
its rival Sparta, which eventually resulted in the demise of 
the Athenian empire and the dismantling of Athenian 
democracy. 

The failures of Athenian democracy point us toward the 
future. Capitalism has become genuinely international with 
the globalization of the nation-state system. International 
socialism still lags behind. Considering the ecological 
consequences of the “anarchy in production," rational 
planning remains a pillar of a communalist economy, and a 
global system of government is a prerequisite for 
transforming global capitalism. Indeed, the failure to deal 
with climate change has been the failure of an international 
system that respects each nation-state's sovereignty over its 
own carbon emissions. International treaties, even ones with 
bold emission reductions, still are voluntary instruments that 
give elites in each country considerable latitude over 
environmental objectives. Such voluntary measures are 
unlikely to focus the global economy away from dependency 
on fossil fuels, especially when compared to a mandatory 
system that require reductions as a matter of global law. In 
this sense, sovereignty must be extracted from each nation¬ 
state, and placed in the hands of the world as a whole. To 
ensure that this extraction of sovereignty does not lead to a 
world-state, it is necessary that this global government 



constitutes itself as a confederation founded on municipal 
democracy. 

M ajor existential threats to the planet, such as nuclear 
war and global warming, require that our world 
become more local, in the sense that everyday people must 
have more control over their lives, and, more global, in the 
sense that we recognize the common humanity in each 
person and the greater good of the planet. 

The creation of a communalist economy would be an 
important step forward in assuaging these existential 
threats, but, unfortunately, socialist theory has not weighed 
the importance of this convergence between the local and 
the global. Instead, it has been too preoccupied with the 
nation-state and the economic capacity of people as 
workers. The belief that workers will seize the state or 
abolish the state through local uprisings alone is becoming a 
confused and almost anachronistic cry in a world polarized 
between international institutions and tribal warlords. For 
countries such as Libya, Somalia, and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, among others, the whole question of 
a traditional nation-state is trapped between the violence of 
highly decentralized militias and terrorist organizations and 
highly centralized international financial institutions and 
bureaucracies. Currently, none of these countries has a 
stable and conventional nation-state to either seize or 
abolish, and yet the dire situations in all these countries 
means that they are the ones in most need of the type of 
transformation for which radical socialists have advocated. 

Countries in Africa and the Middle East are the extreme 
examples, but the world as a whole is experiencing this 
process of polarization. Far from mitigating these existential 



threats, this polarization is aggravating them. In a world 
where our technological capacity to destroy ourselves has 
become so grand, where the survival of species and other 
complex forms of life are at stake, such risks should not be 
taken lightly. A new vision of us as humans is required. 
Communalism proposes that this new vision is that of the 
citizen who is invested in a civic form of socialism. This new 
identity will not be a panacea for the entire world's problem, 
but it will be an essential step in creating a free, sustainable, 
and harmonious world. 
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SOLIDARITY THROUGH 

CITIZENSHIP 
IN SOCIAL ECOLOGY 


BY JOHN NIGHTINGALE 


A truly ecological society, argues Murray Bookchin in The 
Ecology of Freedom, is necessarily founded on “a 
communion of humanity and nature that patently 
[expresses] the communion of humans with each other; a 
solidarity of the community with the world of life that 
[articulates] an intense solidarity within the community 
itself.''^-5 According to Bookchin's theory of social ecology, 
solidarity within human society is absolutely fundamental 
for the creation of an ecological society. For Bookchin, a 
crucial ingredient for achieving such a solidarity, and thus 
an ecological society, is the “exercise of authentic 
citizenship," which in turn requires a "redefinition of politics 
as the management of the community or polls by means of 
direct face-to-face assemblies of the people in the 


formulation of public policy and based on an ethics of 
complementarity and solidarity. 

What is, more specifically, the relationship between 
solidarity and citizenship in Bookchin's thought? Ultimately, 
Bookchin's political project aims to achieve solidarity 
through citizenship and we need to emphasize the 
importance of this idea for understanding the theoretical 
assumptions of social ecology as well as for its practical 
political implications. Since social solidarity is a prerequisite 
for an ecological society, we need to explore Bookchin's 
prescriptions for fostering such a solidarity through a radical 
redefinition of politics and citizenship. The relationship 
between solidarity and citizenship in Bookchin's work is 
central to his theory of social ecology, and thus merits 
significant attention both from scholars attempting to 
interpret and refine the theory of social ecology and from 
activists, groups and communities who are continually 
striving to create and enact ecologically sustainable forms of 
living. 

O n the very first page of The Ecology of Freedom, 
Bookchin explains the principal thesis of social 
ecology: "the very notion of the domination of nature by 
man stems from the very real domination of human by 
human. "^7 in the most general terms, then, social ecology 
insists upon the social origin of environmental degradation, 
and that there is a direct link between hierarchical relations 
within human society and the ecologically catastrophic 
dislocation of humanity from nature. The assertion that anti- 
ecological outcomes are rooted in the hierarchical 
organization of social life implies that ecological problems 
are in fact social problems and therefore require radical 


social solutions. For Bookchin, the first cause of ecological 
degradation is not human alienation from nature, but the 
inevitable tendency of society to project the logic of its own 
internal associations onto its interaction with the natural 
world, thus reproducing a relationship with nature that 
reflects those within society itself. When hierarchy and 
domination characterize our internal social relations, the 
relationship between human society and non-human nature 
is bound to reflect that. According to this view, the creation 
of an ecological society necessitates a profound social 
transformation, whereby hierarchical forms of organization 
are replaced by a new politics that nurtures social solidarity 
and subsequently produces a more harmonious relation 
between humanity and non-human nature. 

Bookchin's anthropological account associates the 
development of civilization with the inevitable decline of the 
parochial solidarities that had prevailed in so-called “organic 
societies''—the preliterate and essentially egalitarian human 
communities that preceded the emergence of hierarchy and 
were characterized, Bookchin claims, by “their intense 
solidarity internally and with the natural world''—and the 
emergence of a need for new forms of social organization 
that would allow the individual to function in an 
“increasingly atomized" social world. ^5 The intense sense of 
collective purpose that had characterized organic society, 
says Bookchin, was replaced by the development of a 
“resourceful, comparatively self-sufficient, and self-reliant 
ego that could readily adapt itself to ... a society that was 
losing its human scale and developing more complex 
political institutions and commercial ties. "^9 On Bookchin's 
reading, classical antiquity was marked by unprecedented 
levels of social, economic, and political development that 
rendered previous modes of association simply unworkable. 


He sees the shift from intense, parochial forms of group 
solidarity to more outward-looking, self-assertive individuals 
as both a symptom and a cause of these developments, with 
the result that social networks based primarily on kinship, 
marriage and tribal ties became incompatible with the 
emerging modes of technology, distribution, and 
association. The increasingly sophisticated political realm— 
and indeed society generally—witnessed a steady 
transformation of the notion of individuality. Ultimately, the 
rise of civilization signaled the departure from the parochial 
solidarities that characterized organic society, and oversaw 
the development of “autonomous egos ... free to undertake 
the varied functions of citizenship. ''/o However, the type of 
individuality whose emergence occurred alongside 
civilization's development was very different to the 
unfettered individuality (or, more properly, individual/sm) 
we might associate with classical liberalism. Its function was 
not to disconnect individuals from one another and from the 
social body, but rather to prepare them for the role of 
citizenship that would prove so essential both for the 
administration of public life and for reinforcing the solidarity 
of the whole. 

For Bookchin, citizenship refers to the exercise of civic 
virtue by means of active political participation, and is 
essential for the genuine expression of collective freedom 
and the realization of group solidarity. As such, the erosion 
of solidarity brought about by capitalist development and 
urbanization was (and is) manifest partly in civic 
estrangement, as Bookchin expresses it in his 1987 work on 
“the decline of citizenship. “/i Today, he argues, we are no 
longer “citizens" in any meaningful sense, or at least not 
according to the original meaning of the word, whose 
etymology is rooted in the Latin civitas, meaning a cohesive 


social body united by a series of rights and responsibilities. 
It is clear that the modern notion of citizenship differs quite 
dramatically from this ancient ideal: today, we are more 
commonly thought of as “the electorate," "taxpayers," and 
"constituents"—a terminology that reflects the more distant 
relationship we now have to public life and politics. 72 This 
decline of citizenship results from the "rise of urbanization," 
whereby city life—initially characterized by a thriving civic 
culture—has been absorbed by the commodification of 
urban space and institutional centralization . 73 The antidote, 
insists Bookchin, is to redefine and reshape "the citizen" as 
an active agent in a political community, to reclaim 
"politics" from the discipline of "statecraft," and to 
reinvigorate the public sphere ("the city") as an "ethical 
union, a humanly scaled form of personal empowerment, a 
participatory, even ecological system of decision making, 
and a distinctive source of civic culture. "74 As Damian White 
puts it, Bookchin's scheme necessitates a retrieval and 
reevaluation of the "classic conceptions of politics, 
citizenship and the city ."75 These conceptions have been 
manifest with varying degrees of durability in fleeting 
moments throughout history, but by far the most sustained 
and authentic exercise in participatory democracy and civic 
virtue was embodied in the classical Athenian polls. 76 
Despite the fact that the citizenry of ancient Athens 
represented an elite minority in comparison to the 
population of women, slaves, artisans, manual laborers, and 
disenfranchized resident aliens, Bookchin insists that this 
system of governance was distinctly and "consciously 
amateur" and lacked a "professionalized bureaucracy of 
social control. "77 in other words, the Athenian polls 
resembled the very antithesis of a state as such; its 


administration relied entirely upon the direct participation of 
citizens. 

The significance of this in terms of the relationship 
between Bookchin's concepts of solidarity and citizenship 
lies in his reading of Aristotle, the eminent theorist of the 
Hellenic poUs. For Aristotle, Bookchin tells us, our self- 
fulfillment as political animals is dependent on the existence 
of institutions substantiated by a “body of ethics" and a 
“civic center" offering a plethora of “social activities" that 
serve to “nourish interactions and discourse" and “foster the 
growth of ethical and intellectual insight. "75 Crucially, 
Aristotle's necessary means for human self-fulfillment are, 
Bookchin tells us, grounded in a notion of “human solidarity 
or philia.”79 Ordinarily translated as “friendship," Bookchin 
insists that philia is in fact a much more far-reaching notion 
that “implies an expansive degree of sociality that is a civic 
attribute of the polis and the political life involved in its 
administration. "55 in Bookchin's account, philia transcends 
that which pertains merely to the intimate associations 
implied by “friendship." Rather, it concerns the more 
pervasive social interactions that take place beyond 
immediate circles of solidarity and that are necessary for 
genuine human fulfilment. That the workings of the poiis 
were necessarily underpinned by philia is thus reflective of 
the latter's generality, since the term patently refers to a 
much broader range of associations than those that are 
played out in our immediate social circles. Indeed, the 
prevalence of philia suggests an extension of solidarity by 
members of a collective to those with whom they have no 
immediate personal relationship. As Bookchin puts it, 
“Aristotle's notion of philia or solidarity as a crucial 
precondition for a political life expressed the unique identity 
politics possessed as a form of governance, one that 


transcended mere kinship obligations. Further, the 
pervasive nature of association implied by Aristotle's 
concept serves to enrich the idea of citizenship. The civic 
commitment implied by philia imbues the concept of 
citizenship with a profound sense of ethical responsibility 
toward fellow citizens and the larger political community. As 
such, philia represents a meaningful and genuine social 
bond—manifest in “civic ties" and “ethical precepts" as 
opposed to “blood ties" or “tribal custom"—that embodies a 
set of relations between individuals and their communities 
that may properly be referred to as solidarity. 52 

While the direct-democratic tradition has flowered in 
sporadic bursts since the time of the Athenian po//s—most 
notably in the medieval city-states and the town meetings 
and sectional assemblies that arose briefly during the 
American and French revolutions respectively—it was 
ultimately usurped by the centralizing tendencies of 
emerging nation states which had more in common with the 
Roman model than the Athenian. Despite this, for Bookchin, 
the legacy bequeathed to modernity by the Hellenic 
experiment is considerable and the Athenian ideals of 
citizenship and politics demand close inspection if we are to 
wrest politics away from professional bureaucrats and 
reinstate ourselves as political agents; as active, empowered 
citizens within a thriving public sphere. 52 

An important aspect of Bookchin's project involves 
making a clear distinction between the political and the 
social areas of life. For Bookchin, politics emerge when the 
activities involved in human beings' social interactions 
become organized into institutions, when we establish 
working practices and norms for decision making by the 
community.54 Accordingly, politics is a distinctly human 
activity, since other social animals do not have institutions 


and have not developed ways of ordering their communities 
that are “continually subject to historical change. “55 For 
Bookchin, professionalized “politics"—statecraft—is a 
relatively recent development in human history and has “no 
authentic basis in community life." Indeed, “by assigning 
political functions and prerogatives to 'politicians' ... we 
have lost our sense of what it means to be political. "55 A 
genuine politics, argues Bookchin, must be firmly rooted in 
social life; it emerges from human beings natural tendency 
for sociability and is expressed in the development of 
practices which function to reinforce a sense of community 
and collective endeavor. Accordingly, the modern 
conception of politics is a deception, since statecraft is, by 
definition, detached from the social life of the community. 
Politics as an activity is no longer something in which the 
whole community participates; it has become the preserve 
of a distant elite of professional bureaucrats and 
administrators. The result, says Bookchin, is that “we have 
lost our sense of what it means to be a citizen. "57 

To rediscover a meaningful notion of citizenship, argues 
Bookchin, we must embark upon a program of 
decentralization that places political power back in the 
hands of communities and individuals. 5S The very activity of 
doing politics must be physically and geographically 
relocated from the centralized state to a new public sphere 
and center of civic engagement: the municipality. 
Importantly, argues Bookchin, the reclamation of politics 
and a renewal of citizenship might well constitute a practical 
strategy for tackling the ecological crisis, for they represent 
antidotes to the “new individualism" that has driven the 
commodification of the natural world and the consequent 
over-consumption that has led to its degradation. 59 As such, 
Bookchin's notion of citizenship is crucial to both the theory 


and practice of social ecology. In his attempt to reshape 
citizenship according to the classical idea of civic virtue, 
Bookchin seeks to nurture an inclusive, participatory politics 
that sharply departs from the representative models that 
have dominated modern conceptions of the political. 
According to Bookchin, politics is necessarily a community 
activity, and it depends on the development of an active 
and empowered citizenry. Further, citizenship fulfills an 
important function for social solidarity; the exercise of civic 
virtue through political participation is both an expression of 
solidarity and a supportive frame on which solidarity can be 
built. It is therefore integral to creating and regenerating a 
solidaristic and ecological society. 

It is not difficult to grasp how the notion of citizenship 
constitutes a workable basis for solidarity. Indeed, the idea 
that a reinvigorated and re-empowered local politics can 
foster group unity and cooperation is very straightforward. 
However, the task of reclaiming a participatory politics from 
statecraft and revitalizing a genuine citizenry from the 
current mass of disconnected individuals that comprise 
modern society is more problematic. Indeed, the question 
remains: how are we to free our selves and our politics from 
the auspices of the market and centralized authority so as to 
avert both social and ecological degradation? Bookchin 
proposes a program of “libertarian municipalism," which 
involves an explicit reconceptualization of “politics" 
according to the word's classical meaning, and aims for fully 
participatory and democratic decision-making processes to 
manage community affairs. 

Fundamental to Bookchin's vision is his notion of the 
municipality—an “association of people reinforced by its 
own economic power, its own institutionalization of the 
grass roots, and the confederal support of nearby 



communities organized into a territorial network on a local 
and regional scale. He proposes a radical dissolution of 
hierarchical relations through removing politics from the 
nation-state and relocating it in the municipality. Bookchin 
accepts that “cast in strictly structural and administrative 
forms" a project of decentralization on this scale amounts to 
a formidable problem, since many contemporary urban 
conurbations simply and literally have no way of 
"assembling" if they attempt to emulate ancient Athens, 
whose citizenry was relatively small. Quite aside from the 
probability of state resistance to any such attempt at radical 
democratization, it is logistically impossible for all of the 
citizens of London or New York or Beijing, for instance, to 
physically assemble in one place. But Bookchin's notion of 
"the city" does not equate to the megalopolises that 
dominate contemporary urban space. Indeed, what is 
required, says Bookchin, is a shift from urbanization—a 
socially moribund, anti-ecological phenomenon—fo 
citification, the recreation of genuine cities, understood as 
centers of civic engagement and social exchange. 
Furthermore, Bookchin reminds us, even the vastest of 
today's urban conurbations are themselves made up of 
neighborhoods—"organic communities that have a certain 
measure of identity"—which actually render large cities 
quite amenable to political decentralization. For poiiticai 
decentralization is a foundational principle of libertarian 
municipalism and, claims Bookchin, "No city ... is so large 
that it cannot be networked by popular assemblies for 
political purposes. "92 it is true that the administration of 
municipal projects would likely require expert coordination; 
we would for example need architects and engineers to 
design and construct buildings and infrastructure; doctors 
and nurses to provide healthcare; and farmers and 


agricultural specialists to manage cultivation and food 
production. But the politics of the municipality—that is to 
say, the processes of decision making—are, according to 
Bookchin, eminently open to participation by non-experts. 
The formulation of public policy is entirely different from its 
execution and administration-, while the latter activities will 
inevitably require some level of specialist expertise, the 
former is one in which amateurism is both feasible and 
desirable. 

However, Bookchin insists, libertarian municipalism is 
absolutely not a politics of the referendum. Under such a 
model, he argues, the individual in his or her capacity as a 
voter “becomes a seemingly asocial being whose very 
freedom is denuded of vital traits that provide the necessary 
flesh and blood for genuine individuality. “93 For Bookchin, 
the referendum represents the privatization, quantification 
and consequently the subversion of democracy. In reducing 
“views into mere preferences" and “ideals into mere taste," 
and an “overall comprehension into quantification," such a 
system does not allow for the full expression of our political 
wills and convictions. 94 Referendum politics do not 
encourage a genuine or meaningful form of citizenship, 
since the individual is not politically grounded in his or her 
community. In conducting politics in the privacy of the 
voting booth, the individual becomes separated from society 
rather than a part of it. Further, says Bookchin, the so-called 
“independence" afforded the individual by this form of 
politics is often “confused with independent thinking and 
autonomy of behavior," and “has been so marbled by pure 
bourgeois egoism that we tend to forget that our freedom as 
individuals depends heavily on community support systems 
and solidarity."95 Accordingly, when citizenship is divorced 
from the community and we defer our roles as political 


animals, we achieve neither individuality nor community in 
any real sense. To reiterate: “it is interdependence within an 
institutionally rich and rounded community that fleshes out 
the individual with the rationality, solidarity, sense of 
justice, and, ultimately, the reality of freedom that makes for 
a creative and caring citizen. “96 Not only does our 
development as individuals depend on social solidarity, but 
solidarity in turn requires a network of relations and 
institutions that provide the intimacy and interaction 
without which it suffocates. 

This is why the municipality is given such prominence in 
Bookchin's political program. For Bookchin, the municipality 
constitutes the fundamental unit of political life and 
provides the arena in which citizens engage in intimate and 
genuinely political discourse, and that is what makes it a 
physical, necessary condition for solidarity. Indeed, it 
enables the very activity of “communizing, of the on-going 
intercourse of many levels of life that makes for solidarity, 
not only the 'neighborliness,' so indispensable for truly 
organic interpersonal relationships. “97 As such, collective 
decision-making must amount to much more than merely 
registering the sum of individual preferences via the ballot; 
it necessarily involves face-to-face experiences. Further, the 
communal setting of the municipality encourages the 
Athenian notion of personal development or education 
ipaideia) that helps shape individuals as citizens. “True 
citizenship and politics," Bookchin insists, “entail the on¬ 
going formulation of personality, education, a growing sense 
of public responsibility and commitment that render 
communing and an active body politic meaningful. “9S The 
notion of paideia, Bookchin tells us, is an important bulwark 
for solidarity, since it encourages a sense of communal 
loyalty through a political education rooted in participation. 


This is markedly different to an “institutional obedience" or 
patriotism, which implies a "mindless, indeed, infantile 
relationship to the state. "59 Indeed, Bookchin explicitly 
states that "solidarity is the ultimate result of the 
educational and self-formative process that paideia was 
meant to achieve. "-Z99 This is something which, for Bookchin, 
is painfully absent from modern conceptions of politics, 
where political engagement and participation are gauged 
according to turnout at elections and membership of 
parliamentary political parties. 

T he idea that social solidarity can only be achieved 
through a radical remodeling of citizenship allows for 
the practical application of Bookchin's philosophy in his 
political project of libertarian municipalism. It is impossible 
to fully grasp Bookchin's municipalist vision without 
understanding the way in which its prescriptions are 
inextricably and interdependently linked to the central idea 
of solidarity. Indeed, the reinvigoration of citizenship and the 
reclamation of politics are explicitly expressed as 
phenomena that are simultaneously fundamental to the 
realization of solidarity and themselves strengthened by 
solidaristic social bonds. An active notion of citizenship 
requires a certain level of social solidarity, but communities 
also achieve greater levels of solidarity through the very 
practice of citizenship. If we accept Bookchin's assertion 
that an ecological society is necessarily founded on human 
solidarity, then the notion of the realization of solidarity 
through citizenship is one that warrants the attention of the 
broader ecology movement. I hope that social ecologists— 
theorists and activists alike—will continue to explore the 
ways in which we may help institute that renewal of 


citizenship, forge genuine forms of social solidarity, and 
discover ways of life that help us create an ecological future. 
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THE AMERICAN BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT AS AN 
ECOLOGICAL CHALLENGE 


BY JANET BIEHL 


I n 2012 fossil-fuel-based transportation generated 28 
percent of all greenhouse gas emissions in the United 
States. That year motor vehicles—passenger cars and light- 
duty trucks—spewed 18 percent more C02 and other 
greenhouse gases than they had in 1990, traveling 35 
percent more miles. Far too much of the country's built 
environment is auto-dependent: more than half the 
population live in sprawling suburbs, a landscape that 
requires every adult living in every household to have a car 
in order to function. 

This sprawl was built by conscious design. Starting in the 
1930s, during the Great Depression, the federal government 
promoted it with housing policies, specifically through the 
program of mortgage guarantees of the Federal Housing 
Administration. The FHA encouraged the construction of new 



homes over the repair of old ones; it supported the 
construction of single-family homes instead of multifamily 
buildings, apartment buildings, or even rowhouses. It 
encouraged such construction on the urban periphery, on 
greenfields, rather than in urban cores. It discouraged 
mixed-use buildings, like ones where a family might live on 
the second floor above a shop. It specified a uniform 
ethnicity, as African Americans were barred from obtaining 
FHA-guaranteed mortgages. It even specified uniform 
heights, widths, and setbacks for these new single-family 
homes. 

The culture at large for decades hailed the design of 
sprawling suburbia as embodying the ideal of the American 
dream, dovetailing with the American ideology of the 
independent individual. Given the tiny or nonexistent down 
payment required on the new house and the long term of 
the mortgage loans, the choice was simple, as the historian 
Kenneth Jackson puts it: “quite simply, it often became 
cheaper to buy than to rent.”ioi The FHA insured mortgages 
for millions of new homes. Middle-class white Americans 
flocked to the suburbs, which grew by leaps and bounds 
over the second half of the twentieth century. The number of 
suburban dwellers grew from 31 percent in 1960 to 51 
percent in 2010, meaning about 158 million Americans. 

The character of suburbia was further shaped by zoning, 
at all levels of government. Before the Second World War, 
downtowns were, to use a retronym, mixed use: that is, 
residential, commercial, workplace, and recreational areas 
nestled more or less alongside one another, people could 
live in apartments above shops, for example, and walk to 
work. But the new zoning separated out these functions, 
consigning them to separate districts. The result of this 
separate-use zoning was an array of car-dependent pods: 


residential enclaves, also known as housing subdivisions; 
shopping enclaves, also known as strip malls; and workplace 
enclaves, also known as office parks. Since these various 
enclaves are separated by distance, people had to drive to 
get from one to the other. 

The federal government further promoted automobile use 
with the 1956 Federal-Aid Highway Act, which authorized 
the construction of the interstate highway system, which 
eventually totaled 41,000 miles (66,000 km) of high-speed 
traffic arteries and multilane limited-access roadways. The 
federal Highway Trust Fund, with revenues coming from 
taxes on gasoline, vehicles, and tires, paid for 90 percent of 
the construction. 

In these and many other ways, government policy gave 
priority to car travel. By contrast, it underfunded mass 
transit. Streetcars, once prevalent in cities including 
Chicago and Los Angeles, languished and then died, largely 
due to a campaign organized by General Motors.Wide 
streets and plenty of parking have been the twin goals of 
much of “city planning" since World War II. The planning 
and layout of cities was essentially handed over to traffic 
engineers and technicians, whose primary goal was and still 
is to expedite the continuous, uncongested flow of traffic. 

T he social and ecological problems generated by sprawl 
are well known. Above all, suburban lifestyles are 
environmentally unsustainable: they spew higher emissions 
than urban ones, due to their dependency on the 
automobile for every trip outside the home. The single¬ 
family homes lack the energy efficiency of multiple unit 
buildings. And low-density settlement pattern renders 
suburbia unable to support public transit. 


The long distances between destinations, and inadequate 
sidewalks, disqualify walking as a mode of transportation. 
Pedestrians who wish to cross an intersection on an arterial 
connecting enclaves risk their lives, darting across a 
yawning chasm in brief pauses in traffic. Schools are no 
longer an easily walk from home: back in 1969, about half 
(49 percent) of grade-school children walked or bicycled to 
school, but only 13 percent did in 2009. Parents now 
routinely drive children to play dates instead of letting them 
walk. In some suburbs children aren't allowed to play on 
sidewalks. The result has been an epidemic of obesity- 
children today have a one in three chance of getting 
diabetes. -z 04 

Governmental, cultural, and economic policy all preferred 
sprawling suburbia over older cities, whose street layouts 
dated to the pre-automobile age. But that preference 
resulted in neglect of those cities. Like any form of human 
settlement, city neighborhoods have to be maintained by 
programs of repair. But the FHA did not provide for 
reasonable loans for the renovation or upgrade of existing 
urban homes—such loans were small and of short duration, 
conducive only to minor repairs. -Z05 The result was that old 
houses, buildings, and entire neighborhoods fell into 
neglect, then decay and deterioration. 

Other urban cores were all but suffocated with pavement 
and concrete. Eager to lure auto-dependent suburbanites to 
come downtown, officials and their consultants welcomes 
even interstate highways into the urban core. They 
narrowed sidewalks and widened city streets and made 
them one way. They chopped down street trees, on the 
assumption that they were “fixed hazardous objects." They 
demolished graceful historic buildings and on their sites 
built massive parking lots. “Between one third and one half 


of urban America's land is typically dedicated to the driving 
and parking of vehicles," reads one antisprawl manifesto. "In 
Los Angeles it's two-thirds. 

In other places, public officials and private developers 
created new automobile-dependent cities that gave priority 
to cars and parking. Phoenix, Arizona, for example, lacks an 
urban core altogether—it has no pedestrian-scale downtown. 
In this classic Sun Belt city, "civic life has almost ceased to 
exist. "-Z07 

Finally sprawling suburbia has had a negative impact on 
American democracy. By destroying public and civic spaces, 
it destroys community and sociability. In a traditional 
compact urban neighborhood, people stroll on sidewalks and 
in streets, they encounter their neighbors and pause to talk. 
Frequent street interactions gave rise to familiarity and 
friendliness and the attachments that are crucial for civic 
trust and civic engagement. "Lowly, unpurposeful, and 
random as they may appear," wrote the great urban critic 
Jane Jacobs, "sidewalk contacts are the small change from 
which a city's wealth of public life may grow." Moreover, 
compact mixed-use neighborhoods have gathering places 
within walking distance of people's homes and workplaces, 
like the local tavern or the corner store, where they can meet 
and talk on a regular basis. -zos 

But in sprawling suburbia these walkable public spaces 
are minimized or absent. And cars have the opposite effect: 
they cut us off from others, making us less sociable. As a 
person spends ever more time alone behind the wheel of 
car, he or she becomes "a self-sufficient nation of one," 
observes one critic. The car "is everything a city is not." As 
Jeff Speck and his coauthors observe, "As a motorist, you 
cannot get to know your neighbor, because the prevailing 


relationship is competitive. You are competing for asphalt. ... 
The social contract is voided.''-Z09 

Spending more time behind the wheel, people volunteer 
less, join clubs less, and participate in community projects 
less. According to the sociologist Robert Putnam, “Each ten 
additional minutes in daily commute time cuts involvement 
in community affairs by 10 percent—fewer public meetings 
attended, fewer committees chaired, fewer petitions signed, 
fewer church services attended, and so on.” no 

The result is the destruction of the public realm. People 
retreat to their private home, where they interact with the 
rest of the world via television and computer. They are losing 
the ability to get along face to face, and even civil 
conversation is becoming rarer, a specialized art. 

A uto-dependent sprawl was built by conscious design; 

fortunately, it can be unbuilt by conscious design as 
well. In the past twenty years a new generation of urban 
planners has emerged, who studied the advantages of the 
urban built environment over that of suburban sprawl. They 
are reviving traditional town planning methods and the kind 
of urban design that was common before the Second World 
War: an easily identifiable town center; a main street 
featuring densely mixed commercial and residential 
buildings—stores, workplaces, and housing; narrow (and 
hence pedestrian safer) streets lined with trees; a mixture of 
housing types, including townhouses, rowhouses, and 
single-family homes; sidewalks and parks; and robust public 
transit. These planners consider themselves pupils of Jane 
Jacobs, who enunciated the need for walkable urbanism in 
the 1960s. 


But their ideas date back as well to a radical tradition that 
sought an integration of town and country at the local level, 
for the sake of local self-management, the health and well 
being of all, and advancing a humanly scaled civilization. 
Beginning with Kropotkin, the tradition evolved through 
Ebenezer Howard, Lewis Mumford, and Murray Bookchin, 
among others. Another source is the traditional European 
city, with its dense core. Leon Krier, a Luxembourgian 
architect, urban planner, and architectural theorist, has 
been influential in calling for an "architecture of 
community" based on a renovation of the European city 
model. -Z-Z-Z 

The Congress for a New Urbanism, founded in 1993, is a 
group of about 2,500 architects, planners, designers, 
developers, policymakers, journalists, and others who 
promote the design and building of small-scale 
neighborhoods as an antidote to sprawl. Its founders were 
the architects Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, 
based in Miami; and also the California-based urbanist and 
architect Peter Calthorpe, a pioneer of urban villages, or 
transit-oriented, walkable development. The CNU's charter 
defines it as standing "for the restoration of existing urban 
centers and towns within coherent metropolitan regions, the 
reconfiguration of sprawling suburbs into communities of 
real neighborhoods and diverse districts, the conservation of 
natural environments, and the preservation of our built 

legacy."-Z-Z2 

At almost the same time, at the 1992 Rio summit, the 
term smart growth came into use. The ten smart growth 
principles, as defined by the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, resemble those of the new urbanists: (1) mix land 
uses; (2) take advantage of compact business design; (3) 
create a range of housing opportunities and choices; (4) 


create walkable neighborhoods; (5) create distinctive, 
attractive communities; (6) preserve open space, farmland, 
natural beauty, and critical environmental areas; (7) 
strengthen and direct development towards existing 
communities; (8) provide a variety of transportation choices; 
(9); make development decisions predictable, fair, and cost 
effective; and (10) encourage community and stakeholder 
collaboration in development decisions. -Z-Z3 

These and other groups share a commitment to several 
general principles by which we may shape our built 
environment—in urban neighborhoods, in small or large 
towns, and even in sprawling suburbia itself—so that it will 
enhance community and sustainability rather than vitiate 
them. 

First, a sustainable community is dense. Considered on a 
per-capita basis, compact, dense places—cities—are 
inherently greener than low-density suburbs. In fact, the 
average urban dweller has one-third the carbon footprint of 
the average suburban dweller. For one thing, energy 
efficiencies are built into the urban infrastructure: in 
apartment buildings, units share adjoining walls and heat 
escapes into the units above, so that less energy is wasted 
than in single-family homes. For another, cities, unlike 
suburbia, have density sufficient to support public transit. -Z-Z4 

Second, a sustainable community is walkable. In cities, 
the places where people want and need to go are closer 
together: destinations are within walking distance. And 
walkability, as we have seen, has excellent social, 
ecological, community, and health effects. -Z-Z3 

Third, a sustainable community is mixed use. The new 
urban planners are discarding separate-use zoning. Using 
traditional town planning methods, they are bringing 
houses, stores, offices, civic buildings, and streets into closer 


proximity. They create easily identifiable town centers with 
plazas, and other common spaces that welcome pedestrians 
rather than threatening them with car dominance. Their 
closely woven, small-scale neighborhoods mix shops and 
offices with a variety of home types including rowhouses, 
narrow and tree-lined streets, sidewalks, and parks. 

Fourth, a sustainable community is humanly scaled. In the 
name of density, some planners and architects are building 
high rises. But others recognize that districts with smaller 
buildings—humanly scaled buildings—have more vitality. 
Jan Gehl, the Danish urban theorist who mentored the new 
generation of planners and architects, studied how humans 
behave in different urban environments and concluded that 
the most comfortable building height for urban pedestrians 
is 12.5 to 25 meters, or about three to six stories. 

Moreover, the benefits of density are found mostly at the 
lower end of the density spectrum; increasing density to 20 
homes per acre (50 per hectare) produces environmental 
gains. But achieving densities above about 60 homes per 
acre (150 per hectare) brings little additional benefit. -Z-Z/ 
Hence humanly scaled buildings, as Gehl defined them, 
bring the benefits of density without the problems brought 
about by dense high-rises. 

O ver the past twenty years, the new urbanists, the 
smart growth movement, and others equipped with 
these ideas have begun to transform the American approach 
to urban planning. Their efforts have taken several forms. 

Some have created compact, walkable places by going 
out into open green areas and constructing them anew, like 
suburbs. The new urbanists' Norton Commons was built on 
bluegrass outside Louisville, Kentucky; and Kentlands, in 


Gaithersburg, Maryland, rose from 350 acres (140 hectares) 
of former farmland. Such projects have been criticized as 
“new suburbanism" and tend to be unaffordable. Moreover, 
building on green space or farmlands is the least desirable 
approach. Far more desirable, as the smart growth principles 
advise, is the transformation of existing places. 

Another approach is to revitalize pre-automobile urban 
centers and towns, which fell into neglect and decay in the 
age of the automobile, or were paved over. They already 
have density and compactness, a mixed-use infrastructure, 
corner stores, and hangouts. The bones of their urban cores 
are scaled to the pedestrian; they have walkable narrow 
streets, short blocks, and multiple-unit dwellings. Now that 
we understand the value of traditional neighborhoods, they 
can and are being rebuilt and renovated. One city that has 
revitalized along smart growth lines is Minneapolis. The 
National Trust for Historic Preservation provides information, 
technical assistance, and advocacy on downtown 
revitalization in urban neighborhoods, rural towns, and small 
and mid-sized cities. The list of successes includes Saratoga 
Springs, New York; Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin; Natchitoches, 
Louisiana; Encinitas, California; Greenville, South Carolina; 
and many more.-Z-Z5 

Another approach is to transform automobile-oriented 
cities by giving them urban centers. Some of the most 
sprawled-out American cities are reurbanizing in this way. A 
notable example is Stapleton, Colorado, a massive project 
designed by Peter Calthorpe on the site of the former 
Stapleton International Airport. Phoenix, Arizona, the 
epitome of a low-density, car-dependent city, has adopted a 
program called Reinvent PHX to create more walkable 
centers and connect them by public light rail. Smart growth 
principles are being accepted even in Texas: the city of El 


Paso now requires that architects working in city projects 
have accreditation in the new urbanism. And the Texas 
department of transportation's new rulebook actually 
recommends new-urbanist street design. -Z-Z9 

The presence of already-existing good public 
transportation has been an important force for generating 
smart growth, in what is called transit-oriented 
development. Arlington, Virginia, home to five Metro 
stations, has become a dense, mixed-use development. 
Fruitvale Village in Oakland, a mixed-use, mixed-income 
community, was built near a Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) 
station, on former BART parking lots. Its buildings are three 
to four stories tall, with varying dimensions so that 
pedestrians enjoy a variety of facades and sight distances. 
"The pedestrian street and plaza also serve as a major 
community-gathering place," writes one reviewer. Bethesda 
Row in suburban Maryland is another mixed-use, walkable, 
transit-accessible development predicated on the existence 
of a metro station three blocks away. Constructed on the 
Capital Crescent Trail, a popular biking and walking route, it 
has building heights range from two to six stories. As the 
Washington, D.C., metro system expands further, other 
places near stations, like Rockville and Tysons Corner, 
Maryland, are recreating themselves with smart growth and 
new urbanist principles in mind.-Z^o 

The greatest and most important challenge, however, is to 
retrofit suburban sprawl itself—to urbanize the suburbs, 
making them more sociable and sustainable. The new 
urban planners, or at least those who have successfully 
obtained waivers from separate-use zoning codes, are 
reconfiguring sprawl into neighborhoods with communities. 

At present, about two-thirds of the existing twelve- 
hundred-odd indoor shopping malls in the United States are 


struggling to survive, due to Internet shopping and changes 
in people's choices around residence and shopping. Some 
malls have gone out of business, and when they do die, their 
huge concrete shells have been put to new uses: as civic 
centers, medical centers, schools, offices, art spaces, nursing 
homes, even universities. -Z 22 About forty shopping malls 
have been razed altogether; in their place have risen city 
halls and parks and even entire downtown cores. Dead big 
box stores have been converted to schools, churches, and 
libraries—purposes that enhance community. 

For example, in Lakewood, Colorado, one hundred acres 
(40 hectares) that were once the site of a large regional mall 
are now dedicated to a development called Belmar: 22 
blocks of walkable streets, lined with multiuse buildings and 
a range of housing types with households. The buildings 
have photovoltaic arrays and wind turbines on the roofs. 
Eight bus lines serve this community, which also has two 
parks. Belmar is the downtown that Lakewood never had. 
Now eight of the thirteen remaining regional malls in Denver 
have said they plan to retrofit. -zzs 

Many parking lots that were built in the early years of 
sprawl are currently underused, as newer sprawl 
construction has leapfrogged over them. They now have a 
relatively central location, and since they so often lie empty, 
they are in many cases being dug up and repurposed for 
downtowns for centerless suburbs. The earliest such retrofit, 
Mashpee Commons, in Massachusetts, was created this way, 
on top of an old parking lot. Incrementally, the result has 
been a compact, mixed-use New England village. 

Still another aspect of retrofitting is to focus on the 
corridors. Commercial roadways in sprawl can be retrofitted 
as complete streets with mixed-use buildings. In Cathedral 
City, California, a commercial strip corridor has been 


transformed into a boulevard that became the main street of 
the town. In sprawling Atlanta, an old rail corridor was 
retrofitted into a multi-use trail and connected park system, 
which opened up affordable housing options in forty-five city 
neighborhoods. -Z24 

The final option is to regreen. In some places smart growth 
principles don't work—for example, a subdivision is just too 
far from transit, or people have chosen not to live there 
anymore. They can be returned to green areas or suburban 
farms. When a shopping mall in Phalen Village, outside 
Minneapolis, went out of business, the city tore it up and 
restored the wetland that had been there before. Elsewhere, 
as in Seattle, creeks and wetlands are being daylighted. 

F or much of the 2000s, population growth in the outer 
suburbs continued to be the engine of U.S. residential 
growth. But recently Americans have started to move in the 
other direction. From 2010 to 2011, according to census 
data, outer suburban population growth nearly ceased, 
increasing by just 0.4 percent. For the first time in twenty 
years, cities grew faster than suburbs. And for the first time 
in one hundred years—for the first time since the invention 
of the automobile—the largest cities grew faster than 
suburbs. According to land-use strategist Christopher 
Leinberger, "The pendulum is swinging back toward building 
walkable urbanism. "-Z25 

One reason is a demographic shift. A large share of 
today's millennial generation (the 80 million Americans born 
between 1977 and 1995) is rejecting the car-dependent 
lifeways of their parents. Back in 1980, 66 percent of all 
seventeen-year-olds had their driver's license, but in 2010 
the figure was down to 47 percent. Moreover, millennials 


drive less. They are the first generation since the internal 
combustion engine was invented to be less enthusiastic 
about cars and driving than the previous generation. 
Moreover, having grown up in the suburbs, 77 percent of 
millennials say they prefer to live in places with walkable 
neighborhoods, transit, biking facilities, and a lively pulse. 
That could mean an urban core or an urbanized small town 
or suburb, but one thing it does not mean is a conventional 
suburb. -Z26 

The baby boomers (about 77 million strong) are retiring or 
soon to retire; as they do; they may find compact 
communities with convenient transit to be highly 
desirable. -Z27 Their choice is unclear, but whatever they 
decide, a rejection of classic suburbia is under way. 
American urban form is no longer reflexively being dictated 
by the automobile, and planners are discarding the old land- 
use codes that catered to it. In my view, these efforts are 
among the most promising developments under way in 
mitigating our carbon footprint. 

This essay has focused on the United States, but 
worldwide, cities now account for most of the world's 
population. In 2009 the percentage of human beings living 
in urbanized areas surpassed the percentage living in rural 
areas. Today 54 percent of people live in cities. In Europe 
and North America, which industrialized long ago, urban 
density leads to energy efficiency; but elsewhere city 
dwellers have higher emissions per capita, simply because 
they are wealthier than rural dwellers and have greater 
access to electricity and the conveniences it brings. As a 
result, in 2013, despite their possible per-capita energy 
savings, cities geographically accounted for around 70 
percent of greenhouse gas emissions and 80 percent of the 
increase in emissions last year.-zzs 


still urban dwellers are freer to do something about their 
emissions because their cities are “not beholden to rural, 
fossil-fuel-dependent constituencies. “-Z29 Cities can reduce 
emissions by adopting rigorous green building codes, 
expanding mass transit, switching to electric public vehicles 
and buses, and adopting smart growth to reduce driving. To 
do so, they have formed alliances, like the C40 Cities 
Climate Leadership Group, and the Mayors National Climate 
Action Agenda. Fifteen of C40's seventy-five member 
countries have made public commitments to reduce their 
emissions by 80 percent by the year 2050. i30 

T he goal of urban design should be about more than 
reducing sprawl, lowering emissions, and achieving 
sustainability, as important as those goals are. Good urban 
design should also strengthen our social bonds and foster 
community. A dense, compact, human-scale built 
environment can be the infrastructure for community. By 
enhancing encounters and interactions among people on 
foot, walkability knits communities together and nourishes 
the public realm. Good urban design also promotes 
diversity, so that rich and poor, whites and nonwhites, 
elderly and young can live near one another and meet in the 
street. People need opportunities to meet and interact so 
that they don't become afraid of one another and can learn 
to talk together. As Duany and colleagues point out in 
Suburban Nation, “A society is healthier when its diverse 
members are in daily contact with one another.''-Z3i 
Walkability strengthens both sustainability and the civic 
sphere that underpins a robust democracy. 
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ARE WE INVENTORS 
OR REPAIRMEN? 

BY ARNOST NOVAK 


E cological activists aim for a society that no longer 
plunders, pollutes, damages, and exploits nature and 
people. But many ecological idealists have become 
professional lobbyists, loyal bureaucrats, and pragmatic 
politicians, and they no longer seek to create an ecological 
society. I believe that the story of Czech environmentalism 
shows how political moderation and a strict focus on legal 
forms of action proves to be a dangerous impasse for new 
movements that seek to change society and create an 
ecological future. 

To be sure, the genealogy of the Czech environmental 
movement differs from Western ones. During the period of 
“real socialism," environmentalism represented very 
moderate, apolitical and tolerated dissent within the bounds 
of law. It did not challenge the establishment. In the early 
1990s, however, new ecological organizations and groups 
emerged, with fresh ideas and an unconventional protest 



repertoire. They were inventors of new thoughts, concepts, 
and visions. But after short period of enthusiasm and 
openness to radical ideas and activism, even these Czech 
environmental organizations became professionalized and 
politically moderate: they ceased to challenge the status 
quo and its growth economy. Rather than seeking to create 
an ecological society, they focused on repairing the existing 
system. 

S ince the 1970s environmental movements have been 
influential in the West. This movement, however, has 
never been a single, unified movement; it is rather a loose 
term that refers to highly differentiated sets of opinions, 
ideology, and actions, ranging from liberal environmentalists 
to radical ecologists. The most radical currents came up with 
new repertoires of direct action and protests as well with 
new utopian, ecological cosmologies. They did—at least 
potentially—fundamentally challenge the existing capitalist 
system. -z 32 

Moderate and pragmatic forms of environmentalism have 
undergone a thorough “institutionalization,” both in terms of 
how they have professionalized their activities and in terms 
of how they have regularized their access to policy-makers. 
In a highly symbolic way this mainstream movement was 
coopted at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, when 
the establishment responded to the green critique with its 
own concepts of "sustainable development” and "ecological 
modernization. "-Z33 

Yet, while this "institutionalization” of environmentalism 
took place, there emerged new, more confrontational 
grassroots mobilizations. During the 1990s, the UK saw a 
dramatic increase in green radicalism.-Z34 Radical ecologists 


from Reclaim the Streets and British Earth First! launched 
the idea of a Global Day of Actions and promoted 
anticapitalist perspectives in the framework of the newly 
emerging alter-globalization movement. ^35 This green 
radicalism often used imaginative and novel tactics of 
resistance and protests, such as street parties, protest 
camps, sabotage of machinery or GMO fields, or the 
occupation of offices and factories. -z36 

These protest actions were not simply a strategy to get 
media attention. The London-based group Reclaim the 
Streets explained their approach: “Direct action is not just a 
tactic; it is individuals asserting their identity to control their 
own lives and to participate in social life without the need 
for mediation or control by bureaucrats or professional 
politicians. Direct action places moral commitment above 
positive law. Direct action is not a last resort when other 
methods have failed, but the preferred way of doing 
things. ''-Z37 

For environmental organizations as Greenpeace or Friends 
of the Earth, direct action constituted an instrument of the 
last resort. For radical ecologists, however, direct action was 
the only justified means of political activism. Michael 
Duckett distinguishes a liberal form of direct action, which 
considers it primarily as a tool, from an anarchist concept of 
direct action, which emphasizes the unity of ideals and 
practice. All forms of direct action, it seems, exist in the 
tension between practical achievements that change our 
everyday lives and ecological visions that promise to 
transcend the status quo.-Z3S 

In Western countries, it has been first and foremost the 
radical strands of the ecology movement—for example 
Rising Tide, Earth First! and Reclaim the Streets—that have 
used the more anarchistic concept of direct action. In the 


UK, this ecological direct action movement consists of “a 
series of overlapping and biodegradable networks that 
continuously change and adapt,” and which "seek to 
transgress political norms, to advance an ethic which is at 
odds with that reflected in dominant institutions and to try 
to bring the future into the present by creating alternative 
communities and through confrontational action. ”-Z39 Such 
movements, it is argued, have the potential to challenge the 
basic rules of the game and give rise to creative social and 
political change. -Z49 

According to sociologist Brian Doherty, this radical branch 
of the ecology movement has four characteristics: it is based 
on a conscious collective identity; it acts, at least partly, 
outside political institutions and uses protest as a common 
form of action; it is characterized by non-institutionalized 
networks of interaction; and it rejects dominant forms of 
power.-Z4i The ecology movement has the potential to 
engender a new society, but to do so, it must be willing to 
go beyond the instrumentalist mindset that prevails today: a 
new political approach will partly be shaped by our ability 
"to break free of mental constraints and think differently.”-Z42 
Some forms of ecological direct action are glimpses of other 
possible worlds; they radically expand our imagination. They 
are perhaps most significant when they constitute ruptures 
in everyday life of capitalist society. 

T he Czech environmental movement differs from its 
counterparts in Western Europe in several important 
respects. Above all, it has no roots in the tradition of New 
Left and the new social movements. The Czech movement 
developed out of an officially recognized conservationism, in 
virtual isolation from Western ecological thought, and even 


from the embryonic array of moderate dissident activists 
that opposed the “communist” regime in the late 1980s. -Z43 
Therefore, in marked contrast to its Western counterparts, 
Czech environmentalists did not identify any structural 
features of capitalism as causing ecological problems; 
rather, ecological damage was perceived as consequence of 
the centrally planned socialist system. Indeed, Czech 
environmentalists saw capitalist society and the market 
economy as their hope and the solution to the ecological 
problems of their country.-Z44 Their actions and ideology were 
based on moderate criticism, dialogue with the 
establishment, expert knowledge, and latent anti¬ 
communist sentiments. Because they viewed ecological 
problems primarily through lens of science and technology, 
and also because they wanted to enter into a dialogue with 
the authorities, they had to emphasize scientific, 
“apolitical,” and “value-free” arguments. The solution to 
environmental problems, they argued, was to be found in 
better scientific understanding and the application of less 
damaging technologies. The Czech environmentalism of the 
late 1980s was a peculiar blend of an officially sanctioned 
current of technocratic and scientific thinking and a strong 
romantic undercurrent extolling the virtues of pristine 
nature and individual freedom. -Z45 This, together with the 
fear of repression and a latent anti-leftism, gave rise to a 
particular type of environmentalist: a cautious person 
upholding the ideals of tolerance and liberal democracy. -z46 
This psychologically prepared the way for a liberal 
environmentalism in the 1990s. 

After 1989, the “post-revolutionary” era was one of open 
opportunities and explorations of new ideas, identities, and 
social relations. Some more politicized organizations were 
founded in Prague and Brno and groups as Deti Zeme 


(Children of the Earth) or Hnuti Duha (Rainbow Movement) 
emerged as alternatives to the moderate Czech 
environmental movement. In particular, Hnuti Duha was 
critical of Western industrial and consumerist society. It did 
not aim to change society through the political party 
system, but rather through unconventional protests or 
blockades. The experiences of the Velvet Revolution played 
an important role: they allowed for a new repertoire of 
action, more confrontational and unconventional. The 
successful regime change and their experiences from 
strikes, mobilizations, and protests, imbued in young people 
a feeling that it was indeed possible to change society. 

At first, the newly emerging ecology movement was quite 
confrontational. In the first half of the 1990's, there was a 
series of important direct actions, demonstrations, and 
blockades: against the construction of a nuclear power 
plant, against the demolition of the village of Libkovice 
because of mining, as well as against the felling of trees in 
the Sumava National Park. Although both Deti Zeme and 
Hnuti Duha used direct action throughout the first half of the 
1990s, they were under the influence of environmental 
organizations such as Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth. 
These organizations always considered direct action as a last 
resort, only to be used when all other means had been 
exhausted; it was instrumentalized as an inferior part of 
their long-term campaigns. During the blockade of the 
Temelin nuclear power plant, Hnuti Duha released a 
handbook entitled 'The Legal Guide for Direct Action," 
which clearly defines its understanding of direct action: it "is 
essentially effectuated in public and its organizers bear 
political and legal responsibility for its course and 
consequences ... it must not be anonymous," the handbook 



says. “Direct action is an extreme method used when all 
legal means have been exhausted. 

During the first half of the 1990s, radical environmental 
organizations and groups underwent a gradual process of 
professionalization and institutionalization, and most of 
them eventually became the very opposite of their former 
ideals. Notably, the Czech Republic saw the arrival of new 
type of “transactional activism," spurred by international 
backing. -Z4S “Instead of direct participation and membership, 
this form of activism is based to a significant extent upon 
the existence of (often small) non-membership advocacy 
groups and is characterized by its dependence on external 
resources as well as by its accentuation of inter- 
organizational interaction/transaction. "-Z45 This new 
transactional activism became typical for NGOs such as 
Hnuti Duha and Deti Zeme. They were not able to mobilize a 
large number of followers, and did not primarily focus on 
confrontational, protesting strategies, but gradually 
preferred systematic lobbying and exerting political 
pressure.-Z50 

After the initial radicalization in the early 1990s, the 
Czech environmental movement gave up on direct actions 
and vocal criticisms of the system in favor of lobbying and 
direct dialogues with the political authorities. During the 
second half of the 1990s, although the environmental 
organizations were moderate, they still questioned the 
dominant social paradigm of the transitional period: 
economic growth and the desire to catch up with Western 
countries in terms of levels of consumption. -Z5i 

During the 1990s, there were three crucial events that 
defined the trajectory of Czech environmentalism. The first 
came in 1992, when Vaclav Klaus and his right-wing 
coalition won the general election, a victory that resulted in 


four years of marginalization of the ecology movement. 
Klaus had a vision of “Catching up with Europe" and the 
prosperity of Western countries. The enthusiasm of openness 
ended abruptly, and the environmental movement now 
faced a political elite whose expressed aim was to 
deregulate the economy and society. The environmentalists, 
which opposed unregulated growth, were branded as 
communist relics. 

In January 1995, the antipathy towards the 
environmentalists reached a second critical point when 
environmental organizations like Greenpeace, Deti Zeme, 
and Hnuti Duha were placed on the national list of 
"extremist organizations," together with anarchists and 
right-wing fascists. After former president Vaclav Havel and 
a number of prominent figures of Czech society intervened, 
the environmental organizations were eventually removed 
from this list, but no apology was ever issued and the label 
"dangerous extremist" has stuck. To cope with this situation, 
Czech environmental organizations disciplined themselves 
to be acceptable for an increasingly conservative Czech 
society. 

The third crucial event came in 1996. The new election 
weakened Klaus' government and the climate of outright 
hostility to environmental organizations was replaced by 
period of tentative cooperation. The end of Klaus' 
government in 1998 brought a new era for the movement. 
New and again more open political opportunities came to 
restructure the focus and interests of the environmental 
organizations themselves. Once seemingly radical groups as 
Hnuti Duha and Deti Zeme gradually gave up any strategy 
of direct action and civil disobedience and transformed 
themselves in professional lobbyists that sought to influence 
national policy. The more radical critiques of 



parliamentarism and the party system—or even the 
tentative glimpses of more radical deep and social ecologies 
—were all but expunged from their agenda. They now 
focused entirely on lobbying the Parliament, offering specific 
recommendations to achieve limited improvements, steps 
they hoped would ensure future sustainability without 
alienating any investors. They were eager to prove that they 
were politically moderate and to demonstrate a 
professionalism that was acceptable to public officials and 
politicians. This strategy of gaining acceptability as a 
professional organization meant that they eventually got 
their chairs around the negotiation table. But any 
alternatives to representative democracy and globalized 
capitalism definitely disappeared from their imagination. 

This trend of organizational professionalization and 
political moderation was consolidated during the next 
decade. Already in 2000, when Prague saw broad 
mobilizations against the IMF and World Bank Summit, the 
major Czech environmental organizations didn't even 
participate. During the first decade of the new millennium, 
these organizations, which once advanced bold ecological 
visions had definitely given up on radical activism; their 
strategies were lobbying, commenting on laws, and 
participating in administrative proceedings. 

T here are several common explanations for this de- 
radicalization, professionalization and loss of 
imagination. First, we should recognize that Czech 
environmentalism stems from a different tradition to its 
Western counterpart. In the West, environmentalism 
originated as a protest movement influenced by student 
radicalism and above all by the New Left and the 



counterculture. This movement had, from its inception, 
potential to challenge the dominant economic system in the 
West, capitalism. The Czech environmental movement, by 
contrast, originated in an authoritarian regime of “real 
socialism," as officially tolerated associations, and through 
dissidents who repaid this tolerance by political prudence 
and moderation. Unlike in the West, the origins of the Czech 
movement were not framed by the antagonistic social 
conflicts and criticisms of the establishment, but more by a 
“dialogue with power."-Z52 

Second, we must recognize how the whole culture and 
structure of political opportunity has changed the Czech 
republic. As a result of living under an authoritarian regime 
for forty years, the Czech public is markedly conservative, 
and not accustomed to unconventional protest strategies 
such as demonstrations, blockades, or countercultural 
lifestyles.-Z52 Until 1989, Czech society was strongly 
conformist and everything was aimed to preserve the status 
quo. Two years of enthusiasm, when society was opened to 
new ideas and initiatives, was effectively ended in 1992, 
when Vaclav Klaus won the national election and a new 
politics of “normalization" began to marginalize alternative, 
critical, and radical perspectives: in this process, 
environmental organizations were branded as enemies of 
European integration. 

These commonly stated reasons are important to 
understand the peculiar Czech situation. But I must 
emphasize that these shifts were also driven by internal 
dynamics within the ecology movement. The Czech 
environmental organizations were not only victims of 
political ostracism and marginalization: they themselves 
made a series of decisions about their activities and their 
organizational forms, which influenced their political 


trajectories. Hnuti Duha, for instance, was the organization 
that used direct action most extensively as a tactic in the 
1990s, but it was also a very hierarchical and undemocratic 
organization. Its leadership was not elected: it was managed 
by a “board of elders," composed of the organization's 
founders and select people they considered trustworthy. In 
1994, Hnuti Duha stated that it was not a democratic but a 
trust-based organization. -Z54 This internal structure was 
supposedly a defensive mechanism to protect Hnuti Duha 
against the influence of new members who did not share the 
founders' opinions. Their internal structure was not 
antihierarchical—like many radical ecology groups in the 
West—but it had more in common with traditionalism and 
tribal councils of elders. 

Jakub Patocka, one of the founders of Hnuti Duha, was a 
charismatic person who introduced an intellectually isolated 
Czech audience to many ideas from Western radical green 
thought. Above all, these were the ideas of deep ecology, 
traditionalism, and the “resurgence of natural 
relationships. "i35 They did not include any typical leftwing 
issues of Western radical ecologists, such as womens' rights, 
participatory democracy, animal rights, and anticapitalism, 
as this did not fit well into their cosmology. And yet, even 
before the environmental organizations were placed on lists 
of extremist organizations in 1995, charismatic leader Jakub 
Patocka warned against any collaboration with anarchists 
and the punk subculture. Beginning in 1993, he took a 
sharp stand against any kind of cooperation with the 
anarchists; he refused their ideas, their alternative culture, 
and their “ambiguous relation to violence. still, he also 
had practical reasons for rejecting anarchist influences. If 
the more numerous anarchists would consider Duha to be 
their movement's environmental flagship, they would 


certainly have succeeded in making it so. To maintain 
control, it was probably necessary to express public 
misgivings and emphasize political differences. -Z57 When 
environmental organizations were labelled extremists, this 
tendency was strengthened, and the organizations 
disassociated themselves from all anarchists and from 
whatever could appear as radical and, from a mainstream 
point of view, extremist. 

On the other hand, the anarchist movement also 
underwent a certain evolution, and what once were 
overlapping milieus took different trajectories. The long¬ 
standing tensions between lifestyle anarchists and social 
anarchists led to a breakup of the movement in 1997, where 
some tendencies, such as the Federation of Social Anarchists 
(FSA) were hostile to any cooperation with environmental 
and other nongovernmental organizations; these were 
designated as “collaborators''—and so too were any of those 
anarchists who chose to cooperate with them.-Z55 As a result, 
many sympathizers got discouraged and left anarchist 
activism altogether and the scene gradually disintegrated. 

The environmental and anarchist milieus took different 
trajectories, and this did not allow an overlapping between 
them that could prove mutually enriching, one that could 
encourage the development of direct action as the preferred 
way of ecological activism, and allow for visionary 
alternatives of ecological utopianism to help challenge the 
status quo. On the contrary, both milieus had strong core 
groups and charismatic personalities, with a clear vision and 
full of vigor—such as Jakub Patocka, the head of Hnutf Duha, 
or, in a way, also Petr Wolmuth from the Federation of Social 
Anarchists—and these dynamics fuelled the separatist 
discourses within their respective spheres of influence. 
Toward the end of the 1990s, the environmentalists and the 


anarchists were on markedly different political paths. By 
then, the environmentalists chose institutionalization and 
professionalization, and came to accept ecological 
modernization as a core concept. In the process, they 
abandoned all unconventional forms of activism. -Z59 The 
unfortunate consequence was that “environmentalism was 
not allowed to develop as a social and political critique of, or 
as a visionary alternative to, the existing social order.''-z^9 
The anarchist movement, on the other hand, purged all 
“collaborators" and “lifestyle anarchists" from its ranks: 
They lost potential activists and supporters amongst young 
people from subcultures, while also failing to achieve 
broader popular support and to appeal to the working class. 


I n 2011, after a ten-year hiatus, activists from Hnutf Duha 
again used direct action and civil disobedience to defend 
trees at the Sumava National Park. This, unfortunately, does 
not disprove that the movement has lost its radicalism and 
its imagination. These acts of civil disobedience were 
completely framed as a justified defense of the law against 
the illegal action of the authorities. In the conservative 
Czech political culture, it was perhaps an unconventional 
action, but it did nothing to challenge the profit and 
accumulation of capital, or the more fundamental growth 
imperatives that threaten nature and society alike. 
Contemporary Czech environmentalism remains allured by 
the chimera of ecological modernization. Their organizations 
only point out when authorities and corporations break the 
laws and suggest minor adjustment of laws and regulations. 
But they no longer strive for social change. 

Twenty-five years ago, the Czech environmentalists tried 
to invent alternatives to “real socialism" and the incoming 


“real capitalism," however cautious, but they gradually 
became repairmen, and now, they no longer seek to invent 
any new kinds of politics. But the ecology movement cannot 
afford to lose our visions of a genuinely ecological future: we 
strive for a society that no longer plunders, pollutes, 
damages and exploits nature and people. The only way to 
get out of this impasse, I think, is to stop believing that we 
can repair a fundamentally unsustainable economic system. 
Instead we should radicalize our ecological visions, expand 
our repertoire of actions, and create a broad, popular 
movement. As social ecologists, we must continually ask 
ourselves whether we are inventors of a new society, or 
repairmen of the old. 
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TOWARD A ZERO 
MARGINAL COST 
MUNICIPALITY 


BY JONATHAN KORSAR 


Z ero marginal cost occurs when it costs nothing, or next 
to nothing, to produce one or thousands of additional 
goods or services once the necessary productive equipment 
and organizational framework exists. Zero marginal cost 
arises in many sectors of the economy today, in a time 
increasingly characterized by “extreme productivity." 

According to Jeremy Rifkin in The Zero Marginal Cost 
Society: The Internet of Things, the Collaborative Commons 
and the Eclipse of Capitalism, in most cases of extreme 
productivity, capitalism is incapable of managing the 
situation in a collectively beneficial way, as it is not fit to 
deal with the technologies and systems currently under 
rapid development and proliferation. We need new systems 
of interaction between new technologies, and new social 



organizations that can meet and manage the demands of 
increased productivity from these new technologies. 

Rifkin suggests cooperative management and commons 
arrangements, along with patience to allow these systems to 
come into their own. New technology, cooperatives, and 
commons structures can create a foundation for an 
altogether new society—a zero marginal cost society- 
marked by “extreme productivity," resource sharing, and 
production controlled by the people, in place of property 
rights, mass production, and concentrated capital. In Rifkin's 
view, commons make resources available for everyone who 
needs them, while cooperatives allow for horizontally 
integrated and democratic management as an alternative to 
the vertical, hierarchical management structures of 
capitalism. 

Although Rifkin's book confronts a range of issues that 
municipal politics needs to address in order to progress 
toward an ecological society, he doesn't actually emphasize 
the role of municipalities. Municipalities, I argue, must play a 
central role in creating a zero marginal cost society. In sharp 
contrast to narrowly defined ideas about “municipal 
competence"—as something limited, rigid, and almost 
ahistorically defined—it is fitting to adopt a new 
understanding of the role of municipalities in relation to 
emerging technological, social, and economic opportunities 
in various fields. 

In the last decades, the “harvesting power" and use of 
wind and solar has grown exponentially. Millions are 
employed in these sectors, and as Rifkin notes, industry 
analysts forecast that within 20 years, the harvesting 
technology for solar and small wind power will be as cheap 
as cell phones and laptops. And we have yet to adequately 



explore biomass, wave, hydro and geothermal power, whose 
efficiency is only increasing. 

Moreover, the development of more efficient solar panels 
and other renewable energy harvesters will not halt as the 
demand for alternatives over increasingly expensive fossil 
fuels rises. In 2011, the cost of generating electricity with 
solar panels became lower than the cost of generating 
electricity with diesel generators, setting the scene for a 
radical new era in energy generation, affecting developing 
countries like India and Nigeria in particular. And this trend 
of lowered costs and increased deployment of renewable 
energy is set to continue. Of course, there are substantial 
initial costs, but once the systems are established, the 
marginal costs are small in comparison to fossil fuels. 

The transition to renewable energy will follow not only 
from deployment of new harvesting technologies, but 
through a range of new practices throughout society. 
Different estimates show that substantial energy cuts are 
possible in industry and the built environment by making 
use of better technology in the form of pumps, insulation, 
and better windows, among other things. Potentially bigger 
cuts could result from new forms of management in the 
economic life of communities, as a consequence of a wide 
sharing of resources, labor and other social innovations. 

The link between new energy and municipalities arises 
from the scale and nature of the resources that will be used. 
Solar, wind, and most other forms of renewable energy are 
best distributed locally as energy that is “laterally 
empowering," to quote Rifkin. Rather than promoting 
centralized powers that have long benefited from highly 
concentrated forms of fossil fuel energy, renewable 
technologies have the ability to empower local people, 
neighborhoods, and municipalities. Energy efficiency 



measures are also “laterally empowering" as they encourage 
municipalities to do more with less resources. 

The trend towards locally controlled renewable energy is 
facilitated by new information and communication 
technology that allows not only people, but things, to 
"speak" with each other. This enables new means of 
oversight, control, and intelligent coordination of different 
processes. This creates more possibilities to increase 
thermodynamic efficiencies, and strengthens our ability to 
do more with the same amount of energy—a necessary skill 
for the creation of an ecological society. 

These information and communication technologies are 
already in use at both city, regional, and in some cases, 
national levels. In Germany, millions of citizens have gone 
from being only users, or "consumers" of energy services, to 
becoming "prosumers," that is, both users and managers of 
the energy system. Small scale energy generation 
technologies capable of "harvesting" energy, including solar 
panels, wind power, and bioenergy plants, have been 
connected in smart regional grids. In those grids, the 
intermittent renewable energy of the sun and wind is shared 
and used where it is needed. Electricity must be used or 
distributed where there is an energy need or the possibility 
of storage. It is possible to control and manage energy in 
relation to its availability. There are already many 
applications for this that are working very well. For example, 
there are washing machines as well as factories that rest 
when there is less energy available on the grid, only to put 
on "full steam" when more energy is available. 

What these examples show is how the material world, in 
this case energy generation technologies and things that 
use energy, have been integrated into what is now being 
called an "Internet of Things," where the internet, as well as 



other similar networks manage how things are set in motion 
and used for maximum benefit. The promise of the Internet 
of Things is immense, and its development and construction 
seems poised to be one of the central challenges and 
sources of conflict in the decades ahead. Besides the 
generation and distribution of energy, the Internet of Things 
opens up possibilities for big changes in how we use energy 
throughout society more generally. This includes forms of 
management in the economic life of communities, wider 
sharing of resources, labor and wealth, intelligent and 
radical reforms in our logistics and transport systems, 
environmental monitoring, as well as more efficient and 
intelligently integrated production systems utilizing local 
resources. 

The construction of a comprehensive Internet of Things 
would benefit enormously if an actor concerned primarily 
with people's well-being could take the lead in building it. 
Fully utilizing its potential is dependent upon managing it 
without selling out to the commercial interests that seek to 
profit by collecting data on everyone and everything. It is 
also dependent upon our collective ability of making today's 
often segregated subdivisions of society to collaborate much 
more extensively. It is here that municipalities have a very 
important role to play. Municipalities must take over the 
networks that will enable efficient and democratic control, as 
well as aggressively promote the wide sharing of resources, 
labor, and wealth. 

The era of dirty, concentrated energy has been a logistical 
frenzy. As a consequence of the low price of dirty, highly 
concentrated forms of energy, production facilities have 
been built with no consideration of minimizing transport. 
Transport and logistics companies are making amazing 



profits while the environment and the climate are being 
severely degraded. 

Municipalities today are the locus of considerable volumes 
of transport work. They also depend on massive amounts of 
global transport work shuffling goods from one corner of the 
earth to the other. The system as a whole is not very 
efficient, and this inefficiency is harming both the global 
climate and local environments. Efforts to make it more 
efficient often come from within the system itself. For 
example, there has been a widespread deployment of 
computing and automation to make loading and 
coordinating trucks and ships more efficient. Still, the actors 
involved are not coordinated, and there is a lack of common 
protocols. But even more importantly, the actors involved 
may have an interest in making their own logistics chains 
more efficient, but that does not mean they have an interest 
in making the whole system more lean and productive 
within ecological boundaries. 

In The Zero Marginal Cost Society, Jeremy Rifkin quotes 
several studies that highlight that trucks and ships often are 
traveling less than half full. This is a problem both globally 
and in our municipalities. In Sweden, for example, most cars 
go less than half full every day, and stand unused in parking 
lots most of the day. Yet more than 50% of Swedish cities are 
dedicated to roads. 

It is quite obvious that there is a huge potential to make 
the system radically leaner and increase its thermodynamic 
efficiency. Many enlightened industrialists as well as 
transport planners propose a combination of shared 
standards and regulations, combined with the deployment 
of information and communication technology that can 
make the smaller parts in the system do more to serve the 
whole, rather than operating according to the demands of 



bits and pieces of the overall system. Globally and 
regionally, the goal would be to cut the waste of going with 
less than full ships, planes, trains, and trucks. 

Within municipalities, there are even more bold proposals. 
It is worth mentioning self-directed cars—cars driven by 
robots, a system that would allow most cars to serve as taxis 
going around the city “on demand," thus minimizing the 
time cars travel less than full or just stand idle in parking 
lots. Utilizing this technology to the fullest would involve 
essentially banning the private car, and radically cutting the 
numbers of cars needed to serve any city. Of course, 
beginning by doing more with local resources and producing 
better quality goods are strategies that would substantially 
lessen the load on the logistics system as a whole. 

Another proposed system that could radically increase 
efficiency includes complementing high speed trams with 
electric bike taxi schemes. This system, similar to a system 
employing robot-operated taxis in combination with buses or 
trams, would not only cut energy needed for logistics, but 
would radically reduce the area required for roads from 
about 50% to less than 25%. 

Whatever the specific lean logistics solutions, we must 
confront a number of questions: Who can take on the work 
of radically cutting the waste in today's logistics sector? 
Who could take the overarching local and regional 
perspective necessary for implementing energy efficient 
logistics at multiple scales? Who can radically cut the need 
for transport work carried out by global actors who depend 
upon dirty fossil fuels by systematically strengthening the 
local and regional actors? Who can manage the logistics 
system locally and regionally as a commons that could 
benefit everyone? In a world where cities and towns are 
hubs of the economy, municipalities seem to be the political 



organizations destined to take on those tasks. In general, 
other actors are too immersed in processes and operations 
at other scales to succeed in such an undertaking. 

In manufacturing, the nearly workerless factory is on its 
way to becoming the norm, in both highly industrialized and 
developing countries. A few examples may illustrate what is 
happening. Rifkin takes many of his examples from the US, 
but what happens there hints at developments on the way 
elsewhere. Between 1982 and 2002, steel production in the 
US increased from 75 million tons to 120 tons a year. At the 
same time, the sector went from employing 289,000 to 
74,000 workers. In other words, output increased 30%, even 
though the employed workforce decreased to one quarter its 
original volume. This means that output per worker 
increased tenfold from 160 tons per person to 1600. Nor is 
this trend limited to steel production. Between 1995 and 
2002, a total of 22 million manufacturing jobs disappeared, 
but overall production still rose 30%. 

An increased use of robotics is one explanation for these 
changes. In 2011 alone, the sales of robots increased 40% in 
the EU and US. And robots were deployed in operations of 
every scale. Rifkin quotes experts in the field who believe 
that the 163 million manufacturing jobs that still existed in 
the US in 2003 will have decreased to just a few million in 
2040. In manufacturing, as in energy, the upfront costs of 
getting rid of the need for labor are still big, but the 
marginal costs of operating production without workers is 
very low, or “close to zero." 

3D printing is another important trend in manufacturing. 
This technology promises to find an ever increasing array of 
applications in the coming decades. For many, it promises to 
be the lever that enables local production of everything from 
organs, to houses, to medical aids, to spare parts. 



“Extreme productivity" in manufacturing means that less 
working hours are needed to produce the goods we need. 
Combining this with a more efficient and collaborative use of 
resources, raises a series of interesting and challenging 
issues. Can we continue with the present model for 
distributing and managing labor? What other alternatives 
are there? How should we make people who are not needed, 
according to the old market-based way of distributing labor 
and wages, into participants in a collaborative economy? 
These are pressing challenges, and they become very non¬ 
abstract issues at the regional and local level. 

Of course, municipalities may not look like the obvious 
winners in a world of "extreme productivity." Rising 
productivity within a capitalist framework rarely strengthens 
local communities. Still, could municipalities reevaluate and 
change their role in manufacturing? Regions and 
communities could take a proactive role. Local self-reliance 
might arise as the new ideal, and alliances of municipalities 
and other local economic actors capable of working together 
may make the economy able to serve local and regional 
needs. 

Huge changes in mining, agriculture, forestry, and fishing 
shaped the outlook of the 20th Century. New technology in 
these fields—for better and for worse—caused people to 
leave those trades long before "extreme productivity" made 
jobs begin to disappear from the manufacturing and service 
sectors. The countryside was left with fewer people and 
mounting difficulties in sustaining itself and its inhabitants. 

Considering the coming changes in the energy sector 
mentioned earlier, it's clear that the countryside has a new 
role to play as a provider of essential energy services to 
cities. Still, this will probably not be enough to invigorate 
the countryside. It will probably only be the movement 



toward more local production, and an increasing 
dependence of cities on their surrounding hinterland for 
materials, food, and strengthened ecosystem services that 
will suffice. 

Innovation is needed on many fronts in the economy, with 
environmental issues in general, and the climate issues in 
particular, driving the discussion. There is already plenty of 
activity on the margins of the economy. There is a large 
interest in open source programming, open source hardware, 
reuse and recycling, agroecology and “farm hacking," 
carbon agriculture to deal with excess C02, the "maker" 
movement, and a widely felt desire to be more self-reliant. 
On the other hand, there are ongoing innovations and 
developments inside more conventional businesses. The 
municipality could, if managed intelligently, make all this 
come together in a massive popular movement focused on 
producing the most creative and high quality culture 
possible. 

Car and bike sharing schemes. Land sharing schemes in 
the cities. Health oriented commons initiatives. Buying 
clubs. Couch surfing and other forms of sharing and utilizing 
space more efficiently. The sharing of cultural wealth in the 
form of music, literature, theater, or movies. MOOCS, or free 
online high quality education. The sharing of radio 
bandwidth and network resources locally and globally. 
Sharing tools, work spaces, and other means of production. 
The list could go on. This explosion of sharing promises to 
provide an affordable, or even better, an accessible way to 
make life decent for everyone in the world, as well as a very 
potent means for cutting thermodynamic waste, thus 
increasing the capacity of society to operate within 
ecological boundaries. 



It is here that the municipality holds the most promise. 
Can it expand the principles of the public library, and free— 
or at least close to free—public education and health care to 
the other areas of the economy? Can it take on responsibility 
for fundamentally transforming our transport, manufacturing 
and energy systems? As was already discussed, we approach 
zero marginal cost in different sectors of our economy as 
new ways of producing, using and sharing are developed. 
Utilizing information and communication technology to do 
this on a new level is possible now. 

Today, many call for a “big push" and large investments to 
make universal well-being and an ecological society 
possible. Looking at some of these emerging technologies, 
and how to approach them best, makes it clear that the 
main challenges associated with creating a zero marginal 
cost society are indeed municipal challenges. Zero marginal 
cost production of goods and services depends on creating 
and promoting new forms of sharing. Municipalities are the 
most sensible locus for developing these new forms of 
sharing, and as such, could become the basis of a new 
economy and an ecological society. 



RADICAL APPROACHES 
TO TRANSPORT PLANNING 

BY ERSILIA VERLINGHIERI 


T here is something utterly absurd about our everyday 
urban environments. Think about your experience of 
walking—or trying to walk—around in our cities, congested 
by traffic. And then sum up the overwhelming data on 
traffic-related air pollution, land consumption, injuries, risks, 
and health problems. During the last century, infrastructure 
and transportation planning developed a car-based system 
that heavily contributes to the social and ecological 
catastrophes we face today. 

In response, an agenda for sustainable transportation is 
emerging: the goal of transport policies now increasingly 
aims to protect our environment, and shift our societies to 
low-speed mobility, based primarily on walking and cycling. 
But this approach is slow to assume a clear operative form 
and to implement the necessary changes. And it is even 
slower to challenge the current patterns of car-dependency 
and to radically change the way we move about—or not—in 



our cities. Moreover, this agenda still fundamentally directed 
towards top-down implementation of enlightened policies, or 
on encouraging individual solutions, and it is still 
excessively focused at reducing emissions, while it does not 
really take any critical approach to the underlying transport 
planning. It does not consider the fundamental question of 
“what are we going to do with a city free from exhaust gas, if 
the city remains occupied and congested by masses of 
cars?''-Z^-Z 

But there are alternatives. Recently we have seen the 
emergence of social movements that present genuinely 
radical approaches to transport planning. I would like us to 
consider some of the social movements and grassroots 
groups in Rio de Janeiro, a city with one of the most 
disastrous traffic jams in the world, which practice a 
grassroots approach to transport planning. Their 
experiences reveal to us the real problems we are facing 
today, concerning how transportation is currently planned 
and how we can build viable alternative. I believe the time 
has come for urban planners to learn from the practices, 
projects, and needs of social movements, and support them 
in their struggles to construct a genuinely ecological society. 

I would like to provide a brief exposition of some of the 
key elements that are missing from transport planning 
before I go on to explore some approaches that could 
address these gaps, taking inspiration from the programs 
and practices developed in Rio de Janeiro. I will bring 
attention to some key concepts that I believe can be useful 
to ground critical approaches to transport planning, 
concepts that not only seek to find possible ways out of the 
current environmental and social crises, but can also 
pathways to find better living conditions for us all. 



T here is now a global acknowledgement of the threat of 
climate change and in the decades that followed the 
Brundtiand Commission's 1987 report, Our Common Future, 
sustainability has become one of the core concepts behind 
contemporary planning practices. This is certainly true for 
transport planning, which is becoming increasingly 
concerned about environmental impacts and emission 
reduction. Sustainability has become the desired outcome of 
planning and policymaking. The dominant paradigm is what 
geographer Marcelo Lopez de Souza calls "ecological 
planning." This is a paradigm based on the "binomial of 
modernization with ecological sustainability of the city," a 
profound belief in economic development as a winning 
choice and technocratic approach. Focus is therefore 
mostly on the economic and environmental aspects of 
sustainability and broader ecological challenges are mainly 
addressed by an intrinsically positivist approach that 
hesitates to initiate new forms of radical planning. The 
cross-spatial nature of transport and its presumed 
technicality creates the feeling that participatory planning 
practices for transport are difficult to realize, missing also 
the opportunity to learn from important radical 
developments in urban planning theory. Within the current 
paradigm, transportation essentially remains an engineering 
problem, which can only be solved by developing new 
technologies and infrastructures. 

An alternative is proposed within new qualitative research 
approaches that try to understand patterns of personal 
behavior and influence our modal choices. This "behavioral 
turn," however, replicates the epistemic problem of reducing 
mobility needs to an individualized choice of different travel 
patterns, an individualization that already contributed to the 
disastrous advent of the automobile, under the clear 


assumption that “public and private transport are 
outstanding symbols of collectivism and individualism. 

On the other hand, these paradigmatic problems of 
transport planning seem to be clear to a range of new social 
movements, which instead propose that transportation is 
crucial to understand the development of cities, that it 
represents a key area to see the connection between 
environmental and social crises, and they use it to challenge 
the prevailing paradigm of mobility. 


I n Latin America, the Brazilian city of Rio de Janeiro 
represents a fascinating case of coordinated globalized 
development and social inequalities. Trapped in a fast 
“tourism urbanization" with a view to the 2014 FIFA World 
Cup and the 2016 Olympics, the city is changing at an 
incredible speed. But this rapid economic development 
sustains Rio's exceptional levels of inequalities and 
injustice. The western demand for easy investments drives a 
huge amount of privatization and renewal projects, while the 
situation for poor people concerning the right to education 
and health care—or, more appropriately, their right to the 
city—have not improved. 

In the urban development of Rio, transportation plays a 
crucial role. The city's transport system suffers from endemic 
problems of congestion and its public transports are 
relatively inaccessible, of low quality, and poor capacity. 
While the western romantization of private car mobility 
dramatically fuels the world's famous traffic jams, the right 
to mobility is far from guaranteed for all. 

This is obvious when we look at some of the recent 
investments for mobility: in preparation for the mega events, 
the city is redesigning all its transport infrastructures. 


implementing a new metro line (Line 4) together with 
several Bus Rapid Transit lines and the highly contested 
construction of cableways in the favelas. A full 50,37% of 
the investments for the World Cup was devoted to urban 
mobility and even more is coming from the Olympics, but 
these huge investments are not only incapable of answering 
the crucial needs of the city's population, but have also 
necessitated an exponential number of evictions and 
removals.A public transport infrastructure, when 
privatized and focused on cars and roads, is and probably 
will remain a service dramatically incapable of meeting the 
population's demands. 

In light of this, it not surprising that increased bus ticket 
price became the “straw that broke the camel's back," when 
the city experienced a broad social uprising in June 2013. 
This uprising demanded access to a better public 
transportation, health and education system; and it 
demanded an end to privatizations and evictions, indeed, 
for a universal right to the city. The population did not limit 
their demands to a normalization of the situation; they 
sought to expand their traditions of grassroots planning for 
transport which started years earlier. Indeed, the June 2013 
explosion is intimately connected to the work done by 
several groups in Brazil, such as the famous Movimento 
Passe Livre, MPL, the “movement for free fares" that has 
existed at the national level since 2005 and whose objective 
is a “genuinely public transport service, free for the 
population and not privatized. 

In the Rio area, several radical social movements have 
been working on or have born out of the struggles over 
transportation issues, such as the Forum de Luta contra o 
Aumento da Passagem (Forum for the Struggle Against the 
Increase of Bus Fare), Operagao Para o Aumento (Operation 


stop the Increase) and the Frente Independente Popular 
(The Independent Popular Front). Their campaigns practice 
radical contestation in the streets, but they are not limited 
to that: these movements have study groups to explore the 
issues and propose new alternatives, and are doing an 
important work to theorize the problem of accessibility and 
transport justice, and for recognizing public transportation 
as a fundamental right. For example, at the national level, 
Movimento Passe Livre has been able to produce important 
studies on the possibility of implementing the Free Fare for 
public transport (Tarifa Zero), a policy that is has been 
already implemented in other Brazilian cities. Together with 
these social movements, other groups are also acting at the 
city level, such as O Metro Que o Rio Precise, MQRP (The 
Tube that Rio needs) and Quero Metro, QM (I want Metro), 
which are proposing a counter-plan for the Line 4 of the 
Metro. 

MQRP is a network of 30 Neighborhood Associations that 
are located in the areas that are to be served by the planned 
new Metro, and they are supported by other groups, 
individuals, and politicians. This organization developed a 
clear manifesto claiming that a new plan for the metro 
should be in the public interest of people in Rio, putting 
together the request of “1.5 million residents—increasingly 
concerned with the harmful legacy of a subway route that 
will serve principally the two or three weeks of the Olympic 
Games, but which will not serve the need for rapid and 
comfortable transport in the years after 2016 ”i68 They 
advanced, with the support of technicians and experts, a 
series of precise guidelines for a new metro line, the Line 4. 
They took inspiration from a never implemented public plan 
from the 1990's and took legal action to promote their 
agenda. Thanks to their political pressure, based on active 


monitoring, public debates, protests, and rallies, some 
modification on the new Metro line have been implemented. 

The other group, Quero Metro, was also born out work on 
issues regarding the new metro system: two university 
students started reflecting on possible solutions, supported 
by a blog. The project rapidly extended to include all 
available means of public transport and today it is a 
comprehensive alternative mobility plan for the whole city, 
based on the 12 metro lines, the rationalization and 
strengthening of the existing underdeveloped local trains, 
and strong cross-modal integration. The whole plan has 
been eagerly debated on the web and it has had great 
repercussions in local media and even for the local 
authorities. 

Both these groups are close to the Forum de Mobilidade 
(Mobility Forum), where representatives of Residents' 
Associations and Federations, Professional Councils and 
Service Clubs, Unions, various institutions, NGOs, and 
citizens, meet weekly to discuss mobility issues within the 
city. Here, technicians and non-specialists come together to 
discuss current issues and the future of their city. Initiated 
by the local Professional Association of Engineers, one of its 
aims is to provide information and research instruments to 
community groups, social movements—and disadvantaged 
groups more generally—in understanding mobility issues 
and help them in their struggles for a better transport 
system. For example, they collaborate closely with the 
inhabitants of the favela Rochinha in criticizing the new 
cableway construction. 

These groups interpret the role of the technician in an 
innovative and horizontal way, breaking away from some of 
the classical planning problems I mentioned earlier: they 
confirm the necessity of a planner that act as advocate in 



support of the community struggles, the ability to support 
disadvantaged groups, and the need for a methodology and 
language that could be horizontal and not esoteric and 
unavailable for the general public. Moreover, the ability 
of producing an alternative plan as well as providing people 
with highly detailed information material, the ability to 
engage lay people in technical debates, and their horizontal 
approach are all exemplifying an uncommon planning 
practice, but it helps them stay focused on their ultimate 
goal: making transport equity real. 

T he demands made by these social movements to solve 
the condition of the public transport system in Rio de 
Janeiro are a good place to start reflecting on the 
possibilities of alternative approaches to transport planning 
and urban mobility. I believe there are several lessons we 
can learn from their practice. 

First, it is crucial that we look at the social dimension of 
transportation, at how questions of urban space are 
connected to social justice. The phenomena of urban 
segregation, peripherization of the poor, the creation of 
favelas and forced removals, are all phenomena connected 
to social struggles over mobility. The current car-based 
transportation system makes the poor poorer and more 
segregated.i/o 

Second, transportation and mobility have a political 
dimension: decisions about transportation are crucially 
related to the politics of our cities. The struggle for mobility 
is transversal to the entire urban question and challenges 
the whole development project of the capitalist city.-z/i in 
Rio de Janeiro, the building of new transport infrastructures 
are evidently part of a broader strategy of marketing the 


city: in the project of reshaping the city to host mega¬ 
events, the investments are entirely tailored to support 
increased capitalist accumulation. 

Third, the transport system itself determines the physical 
space of the city impacts the lives of all citizens and shapes 
the possible futures of the city itself: for these reasons it is 
crucially important to democratize how decisions about 
transport are made. Social movements and grassroots 
groups propose new governance structures, tools and 
insights that can strengthen such processes. 

As I mentioned earlier, the concept of sustainability—or, 
more precisely, sustainable development—has played a 
crucial role in defining the goals of transport planning in the 
last decades, building upon classical rational planning 
practices. However, the lack of holistic approach embedded 
in the accepted definition of sustainability, and the 
consequent separation of environmental and social issues, 
has permitted that transport studies by necessity has 
focused exclusively on the environmental damages caused 
by the prevailing car-based model of development, without a 
due analysis of the soc/a/aspects of this model. 

The ineffectiveness of this approach to transport planning 
has been clear to the social movements I have discussed 
here: they work in a context where there is a glaring 
contradiction “between the romanticized discourse of social 
justice and environmental sustainability promoted by the 
authorities, and the hidden reality lived by citizens, one that 
is violent and segregating.''-Z72 Even as sustainability has 
been proposed as the overarching goal of the strategic 
planning for the city, the reality of social inequality and 
suffering perpetuated within this model is evident, 
something which is obvious even from official documents 
published by the city council. -Z75 


Furthermore, the nature of the discipline called transport 
planning has associated it strongly to quantitative analysis 
and engineering solutions, and it has always been focused 
on the adoption of technical fixes, green technologies, and 
top-down strategies. 

In sharp opposition to all this, the grassroots groups who 
approach transport planning in Rio recognize the need for a 
profound analysis of living conditions for the whole 
population, the crucial role of transportation in shaping 
cities, and its intimate connection to political issues of social 
equality. For example, the campaign Tarifa Zero built by the 
Movimento Passe Livre in Brazil urges us to understand the 
struggle for free public transport in a broader social context. 
'The struggle for the Zero-Fare is fundamental to guarantee 
access to public transport for people," they say, but "more 
than that, however, it is crucial because access to transport 
means better access to all other rights: to school, to 
hospital, to theatre. It unites therefore the set of social 
struggles. "-Z74 Transportation and mobility, then, is 
intimately connected with the concept of right to the city. 
This is the right to participate at the political life of the city: 
transportation should not only be functional to capital 
accumulation, guaranteeing cheap labour force to be on 
time at the production place and then at the places of 
consumption, but should allow everyone to have access to 
the urban space of culture, leisure and political life. 

For all these reasons, it is vitally important that we 
consider, both from a theoretical and from a practical 
perspective, the sum total of all the environmental and 
economic consequences of our choices in transport 
planning, and how our use of various technologies impacts 
our societies. Most of these analyses are excluded from the 
everyday transport choices and practices: what lacks is a 


radical stand and ideas of more fundamental social change 
as a possible solution to crises of transportation, an 
approach which would obviously challenge the status of 
contemporary transport planners. Moreover, it fails to 
recognize the deep connection between social and 
environmental crises: here, it is clear that Murray Bookchin's 
social ecological analysis of the concept of domination and 
the role of technology is still relevant and could contribute 
to changing the perspectives of transport studies. 

T here is one main thing that needs to be said about “the 
sustainability approach" and thus to the whole 
paradigm that governs current transport planning choices. 
"The focus on 'sustainable' development, as it emerges on 
the world stage," says Dan Chodorkoff, is primarily about 
"finding a means to sustain the expansion of capitalism. "-Z75 
This is something that these social movements in Rio are 
acutely aware of: sustainability is not about ecology, it is a 
concept inextricable linked to the neoliberal agenda and is 
incapable of going beyond sustaining the current socio¬ 
political model. 

The analyses produced by social movements can lead 
more transformative perspectives, recognizing the necessity 
and possibility to solve mobility issues through new 
typologies and levels of interventions, which are not limited 
to the classic rigid dichotomy that traps transport planning 
between a top-down conditioning of behavioral changes or 
heavy infrastructural interventions. To begin with they 
identify transportation as a public good and a fundamental 
right to be guaranteed for all. Therefore, they claim, 
transportation should not be under the control of private 
companies. This is in sharp contrast to the general western 


trend of privatizations, which is now spreading worldwide on 
the English model. To support their point, these 
organizations have produced several critical studies on the 
damaging effects privatization have for public transport, as 
well as concrete proposals for how transportation can be 
managed differently.-Z76 

These social movements also produced extensive 
critiques of the construction of new transport infrastructures 
and the consequent processes of gentrification and violent 
evictions, which were seen as part of a more general critique 
of the capitalistic models that undergird the planning 
strategies for our cities. Today, it remains clear that the 
“political lobby of the people who produce and distribute 
cars, lorries, oil and petrol, concrete, asphalt and rubber" are 
the main responsible for the implementation of certain 
transport policies. -Z// Their profit is far more important than 
guaranteeing better living conditions for all. 

Following these points it is clear that, if mobility is a 
collective issue, it is also a collective struggle, and indeed a 
political struggle. Can we, after all, "blame working people 
for using car when the logistics of American society were 
deliberately structured by General Motors and the energy 
industry around highways?" Murray Bookchin, Toward an 
Ecological Society (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1980), 39. 
Several campaigns exemplify this, such as "Ocupa Onibus" 
(Occupy the Bus) in Rio de Janeiro, whose name explicitly 
refers to the global Occupy movement. For them the non¬ 
space of transport becomes a new space of contestation, 
and through visual interventions such as stickers and graffiti 
the struggle over the bus fares enters the very same buses. 
This is also reflected in the practices of the Swedish 
movement Planka.nu—which has been highly influential for 


the Brazilian MPL—aiming for free public transport as they 
cooperate on freeriding insurance funds. -z/s 

C ould participatory democracy address also the issues of 
transportation and mobility? On the face of it, it seems 
that the nature of transportation, extending across 
communities, demands planning on a higher level and even 
needs to be heavily regulated by govern me nt-z 75. is it 
possible to build alternative grassroots planning groups that 
consider also transportation issues? 

Yes, I believe that the practices of the Brazilian groups, 
with their alternative planning processes and struggles for a 
better public transport system, show that democratizing the 
whole planning process is in fact currently possible and can 
have a great impact, but that it requires great efforts and 
long-term grassroots work. Indeed, I believe that these 
practices are crucial for both developing ecological 
consciousness and for allowing planning to focus on what is 
good for society as a whole. 

First, their work in disclosing information plays an 
important role in building a real ecological consciousness: 
they share data and show the reality of inequalities, the 
effects of a car-centered society, or the evictions caused by 
elitist transport infrastructures. This focus on providing 
critical information pursue a radical form of education that 
encourages people “to look critically not just at the impacts 
of individual decisions as consumers, not just at how they 
pollute, but rather how the dominant culture produces the 
conditions that make pollution inevitable. “-zso Secondly, 
their alternative planning practices and concrete proposals 
have been able to influence future decisions about 
transportation. They are grounded in the community and 


show how forceful utopian thinking can be in framing new 
transport planning procedures. Indeed, “if transport 
planning is considered to be an activity in which groups and 
individuals see themselves as having the potential for 
influencing the future, irrespective of whether they have 
'top-down authorization' to do so, then utopian thinking is 
likely to be highly potent . “.zsj These are utopias not of 
authoritarian determination, or single-man visions as in a 
pure rationalist planning approach, but they are horizontally 
produced projects, which support the struggles of the poor 
and the excluded. Their collective discussions challenge the 
current patterns of domination. It is a form of utopian 
thinking that stems from the necessity of restating core 
values at the very bases of the planning processes. They 
create their plans through participatory processes, 
demonstrating how people's willingness to participate goes 
well beyond the existing formal spaces for consultations and 
reveal people's ability to look at the complexity of transport 
issues in profound and meaningful way, and that they have 
the collective capacity to develop valid and accountable 
proposals. In Rio de Janeiro today, there is a woeful lack of 
institutional spaces for participation, but these social 
movements are able to open new participatory spaces. As 
broad forms of grassroots organization they prove that 
extensive participatory practices are possible in transport 
planning. The spaces they create show forms of political 
transformation and self-government that could be used as a 
basis for even broader implementation of alternative forms 
of participatory planning. 

Their practices, moreover, convey another critical lesson 
for those who are currently planning our cities: working 
together with social movements, supporting their struggles, 
proposals, and projects, opens up a space for urban 


planners, researchers, engineers, and academics, and makes 
it possible for them to work concretely for real social change, 
and contribute to building a better world and an ecological 
future. 

T o sum up, I would say that there are two main lessons 
we can learn from the social movements in Rio de 
Janeiro I have presented here. The first is a plea for transport 
planners and academics to disconnect their practices from 
business-centered research and start looking at how they 
can work concretely to build transport equity paths, 
analyzing the possibilities that lie outside the range of the 
current economic and political system. Recognizing their 
responsibility and the important role they can play, they can 
become powerful allies of social movements, supporting 
their processes of questioning and developing proposals. 
The second lesson is for social ecology movements across 
the globe to recognize the importance of transportation and 
mobility in their struggle. We need to fight for a more 
egalitarian transport system that guarantee for all the right 
to move around freely with little or no environmental impact. 
There exists a series of examples that illustrate how we can 
develop radical approaches to transport planning, ranging 
from information disclosure to producing alternative 
development plans. These approaches can help us 
deconstruct the still predominant image of freedom as car- 
ownership. At the same time, they can help us reclaim the 
right to public space, the right to the city, and also the right 
to mobility.-Z 52 Most importantly, however, is that they 
emphasize the collective dimension of ecological struggles 
and the transformative power that lies in the common 
construction of new ecological utopias. 
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MOBILIZING COMMUNITIES 
AGAINST ORGANIZED CRIME 

BY MONICA CAGGIANO & 


SALVATORE PAOLO DE ROSA 


T he Land of Fires is a plain located between Caserta and 
Naples in the Campania region of southern Italy, 
infamous for the risks of contamination caused by more than 
twenty years of urban waste mismanagement and illegal 
dumping and burning of toxic waste. Organized criminal 
networks are responsible for this crisis, and the situation for 
the local population in Campania is difficult and dangerous. 
But there are sparks of hope. The recent collaboration 
between ecological activists and social cooperatives, 
working on farmlands confiscated from the Mafia, is pointing 



to an alternative economy organized from the ground up. 
Besides strengthening the political struggle for a safe 
environment, these new grassroots initiatives challenge 
Mafia culture and increase the self-organization and self- 
confidence of local communities. 

T oday, Campania is held in tight grip by a highly 
organized criminal network, namely the Camorra. The 
Camorra is an armed organization whose main goal is to 
maintain power by controlling territory. It does so by 
providing services, using political patronage, committing 
violent acts, and supporting specific cultural values. The 
criminal economy it creates in Campania can be seen as an 
extension or an extreme form of capitalist accumulation, 
sharing practices intended to boost economic performance, 
cut costs, and decrease social unrest. 

In the last two decades, the mismanagement of waste 
disposal has become a major issue in Campania. The urban 
waste cycle has been managed by a special government 
agency and it was carried out by private firms, operating 
under the legal framework of an unending “urban waste 
emergency." Also, along the mismanagement of urban 
waste, hazardous wastes have been illegally dumped and 
burned in unsuitable landfills. The perpetrators are a 
complex network of entrepreneurs, state officials, industry 
managers, landowners, and organized crime groups; their 
actions blur the demarcation between legal and illegal 
practices. Their common factor is the profit-driven logic of 
“accumulation by contamination": the conversion of waste 
into a commodity to gain profits by appropriating socio- 
ecological space and socializing costs. i83 


Meanwhile, throughout the Land of Fires, air, water and 
soil have become contaminated, endangering residents' 
health. Higher rates of cancer among the local population 
have been connected to the presence of pollutants from 
hazardous waste. -Z54 Local agriculture suffers because 
consumers reject produce from this area, even when 
scientific evidence certifies its safety. Many small-scale, 
family-owned farms are at risk of failing. 

F rom the toxic fields of Campania has emerged a 
complex constellation of grassroots movements. This 
social mobilization is striking for its heterogeneity, uniting 
people from economically deprived areas, the middle class, 
and the scientific community. These citizens rarely call 
themselves environmentalists: far more than any supposed 
wish to “protect nature," they cite personal reasons for their 
activism, such as health concerns. -Z55 They also cite 
unsettling changes in their everyday environment as a 
reason to investigate the causes and effects of waste flows. 
By combining their sensory perceptions with scientific 
expertise, they have generated autonomous environmental 
knowledge. The focus on the workings of unequal power 
relations in rearranging the landscape led to the 
politicization of their struggle. 

In 2000 Campania's popular environmental mobilizations 
began with the “waste wars." Initially the State planned to 
dispose of urban trash through incineration and 
commodification. This plan encountered steady opposition 
from local communities, where grassroots committees 
objected to an “authoritarian and unjust governance of 
waste." They presented alternative means of disposal. 


including waste reduction and recycling of materials, which 
became the most powerful instrument in their critique. 

The State's response, however, was mostly physical 
repression to crush the resistance: it imposed the 
companies' plan using police batons. Besides exercising 
violence, the State attempted to delegitimize activists in the 
national media by stereotyping these southern Italians as 
"mafia associates" and "uncivil. "-Z 56 News reports blamed 
Campanians' lifestyles for their rising cancer rates. 
Meanwhile, organized crime and corrupt officials continued 
to illegally dump toxic waste. 

After eleven years of "waste wars," the local movement 
began to broaden its political scope. In the fall of 2013, 
grassroots committees came together to form a common 
regional coalition called Fiume in Piena (Raging River), 
which denounced the multifaceted mechanisms of socio- 
ecological exploitation. Through its activism, the coalition 
succeeded in bringing the environmental problems and 
health risks of the Land of Fires to the national political 
agenda. However, government institutions that drafted 
countermeasures only marginally involved activists. So the 
coalition went further as well, calling for real democracy as 
the basis for addressing all inequities. 

Today Campanian activists, while still engaging in the 
defensive struggle against toxic wastes and unwanted land 
uses, are also attempting to reappropriate knowledge and 
space in order to improve self-organization. They are starting 
to reclaim their environments for community use, shifting 
their eco-political performance to physically and 
symbolically reappropriating territories. In Campania, this 
territorial reappropriation intersects with community self¬ 
organization, and activists have started a range of social 
cooperatives on land confiscated to mafia. Their 


collaboration produces a new economic model, grounded in 
democratic and ecological principles. 

In Italy, social cooperatives are the most common type of 
social enterprise that provides social services. Italian law 
recognizes social cooperatives as private non-profit 
enterprises aiming at “the human promotion and social 
integration of citizens." In 2012 four social cooperatives that 
share common principles and visions—Al di la dei sogni. 
Eureka, Agropoli, and Millepiedi—came together to form the 
New Organized Cooperation. At this writing, a fifth 
cooperative, Resistenza, is well on its way to joining them. 

The cooperative consortium deliberately and ironically 
appropriated the acronym used by the New Organized 
Camorra (Nuova Camorra Organizzata; the Italian acronym 
for both is NCO, which we will use here). This powerful mafia 
organization was founded in the late 1970s by Raffaele 
Cutolo to renew the old rural Camorra and reconstitute it as 
a business organization. The vision of the cooperative 
consortium, by contrast, is to organize and build networks to 
fight the Mafia and at the same time to contest prejudices 
against disabled or other disadvantaged people, as we will 
see. 

The social cooperatives arose in the context of the 
"Basaglian revolution" in the treatment of mental illness. In 
the 1970s the movement for antipsychiatry or Democratic 
Psychiatry culminated in the passage, in 1978, of the 
Basaglia Law, which reconfigured psychiatry by initiating a 
gradual shutdown of psychiatric hospitals and reassigning 
prevention, care, and rehabilitation in mental health to new 
community-based services. 

The Basaglian paradigm frames the cooperatives' work. 
Rather than focusing on the limitations of people who are 
deemed mentally ill or psychologically/socially different. 



they take as a starting point their human potential. -Z57 
Rather than working on the terrain of psychiatric therapy, 
they attempt to foster more comprehensive social 
rehabilitation and empowerment. In Campania, the region 
has supported the social cooperatives' efforts by allowing 
them to manage health, social, and educational services and 
other activities (agricultural, industrial, commercial, and 
service) aimed at helping vulnerable persons, thanks to 
special agreement with the local departments of mental 
health that defines personalized care programs with specific 
budgets. 

This "care for the community" does not simply help 
individual problems but has intrinsic effects on the entire 
local community, since it aims to address the social causes 
of disorders. The natural consequences of seeking to 
advance community well-being include fighting not only 
social and environmental injustice but also Mafia culture 
itself. 

For example, the first project of the NCO cooperatives was 
to collaborate on the Christmas initiative "Let's Give 
Camorra a Gift," in which they jointly offered for sale the 
products of 16 cooperatives, associations, and private 
companies that denounced racketeering or were involved in 
fighting criminal organizations. The initiative's name 
ironically quotes the expression fare un pacco (literally, 
"give a gift"), which in popular Neapolitan also means 
"cheat." The initiative was successful, after which some 
cooperatives decided to leave their former labels and 
commercialize their products together under the umbrella 
brand NCO to increase consumer awareness and improve 
visibility. Progressively, the cooperatives' strategic alliances 
yielded organizational and productive assets that facilitated 


the exchange of knowledge and improved the partnering 
organizations' performances. 

In 1996, Italian law 109/96 came into effect, on the social 
reuse of property confiscated from criminal organizations. 
The law allowed for the allocation of confiscated assets and 
illicit profits to those—associations, cooperatives, 
municipalities, provinces, and regions—that are able to 
return them to the citizens. Under this law, the NCO 
cooperatives obtained access to confiscated lands through a 
free loan and began to link agricultural practices with care 
services. They chose farming both because of the land's 
availability and for the affirmation of the “one-straw 
revolution," as the Japanese visionary and environmentalist 
Masanobu Fukuoka framed it: “the ultimate goal of farming 
is not the growing of crops, but the cultivation and 
perfection of human beings. "-Z55 

Agricultural activities, they affirm, have a strong potential 
to involve and integrate “problematic people." All but one of 
the NCO cooperatives now cultivate lands confiscated from 
Mafia; the cooperative Millepiedi even created a social farm 
“Fuori di zucca" on the land of the old mental hospital of 
Aversa. The one cooperative, Agropoli, that does not practice 
agriculture runs a restaurant in a villa confiscated from the 
Mafia. The cooperatives have also begun to implement 
“green care activities, "-Z59 which includes elements of health 
care, social rehabilitation, education, and employment 
opportunities, for vulnerable groups. 

As a result, the social cooperatives have gained 
importance in the fight against Mafia culture. That 
importance is both symbolic—assets are a symbol of the 
Mafia power—as well as material, since they have 
innovatively opened access to land (and other productive 
assets) to young people. 


The cooperatives focus on agriculture also as an approach 
to build fairer and healthier relationships with the 
environment: physically, mentally, spiritually, and also 
politically, engaged as they are in the practices of Food 
Activism. They aim not only to break the mechanisms of the 
criminal economy but also to “challenge the agro-industrial 
food system and its exploitation of people and resources. 
Whereas the conventional agriculture sector is marked by 
unemployment and by irregular and exploited work, the 
cooperatives promote fair and horizontal work relations, 
even with marginalized people. They practice mostly organic 
agriculture, and they try to regenerate and use local seeds 
and plants, becoming both users and custodians of 
biodiversity, connecting local knowledge and farming 
communities. This land use can generate a cognitive and 
cultural reorientation toward environmental and territorial 
resources that is not purely instrumental. Agricultural value 
is thus measured not only in economic terms but also in 
social value provided for and with the community. 

Over the time, the NCO cooperatives have established 
closer relations with local communities, especially in regard 
to living with mentally ill people. In some cases, these 
relationships have been formalized by the official 
participation of local committees and associations that fight 
Mafia culture, such as the Don Peppe Diana committee (an 
association that nurtures the legacy of a famous anti-Mafia 
priest killed by Camorra in 1994). These formal and informal 
links, at both the local and the national levels, also have 
helped the cooperatives gain support in times of 
intimidation and damage by the Camorra. 

Despite several difficulties, NCO cooperatives have 
achieved many results, in rehabilitating disadvantaged 
people, creating jobs, requalifying derelict properties, and 


preventing illegal waste disposal. The initial four 
cooperatives have developed in 2014 a total turnover of 
approximately € 2,500,000 and employ about sixty people, 
including part-time workers. Furthermore, they have 
seasonal contracts: one cooperative employs about thirty 
seasonal workers for three months a year to manage the 
educational farm. The cooperatives also carry out 
educational work to spread anti-Mafia culture and to raise 
citizen awareness, organizing festivals and other public 
events. 

Still, the NCO cooperatives fulfill the more relevant 
educational goals through their daily work and by being 
immersed in the local community, building relations with 
their neighbors, with local farmers, and with schools and 
associations. Their successes derive from their members' 
whole-hearted commitment and hard work, and from their 
ability to cooperate jointly and effectively with the public 
institutions (such as municipalities and health services), 
private entities (farmers, local entrepreneurs), and civic 
associations. 

More recently they have attempted to institutionalize this 
network through the Social Economy Network (RES). This 
ambitious project is a network of thirty-one public and 
private organizations that seek to use Mafia-confiscated 
assets to promote and implement the social economy (in 
food, tourism, and social communication). The project is still 
in the startup phase, and progress is extremely slow and 
complex due to the numerous actors involved. 

T he interests of the NCO cooperatives have converged 
with the interests of the grassroots movements' 
coalitions at the crossroads of land reclamation for social 



and economic purposes. Formal and informal ties among the 
various actors facilitate the connection between 
cooperatives and movements. Their action is rooted on a 
common vision: they share a paradigm shift that accepts the 
English anthropologist Gregory Bateson's 1972 invocation of 
the “patterns that connect. “.z^i 

They reject the logic of exploitation, the view that nature 
is a resource to be dominated and exploited, whether by 
organized crime or by the current economic structure, 
according to a profit-driven logic. Instead, they propose the 
logic of care, a new ethic of economic, ecological, and social 
relations based on respect for human rights and recognition 
of the interdependence of society and nature. Their 
engagements with transformative politics primarily originate 
neither from utopias nor from critical theories of social 
change or environmentalism, but rather from lived 
experiences of struggle, environmental contamination, 
social exclusion, and Mafia rule, all perceived as unbearable. 
By searching for solutions, they realized that these ills were 
not particular accidents but the result of structural 
problems. 

They joined forces through what the Brazilian educator 
Paulo Freire called praxis, “reflection and action upon the 
world in order to transform \\."i92 This paved the way for 
greater politicization of their common struggles, questioning 
the existing power relationships and promoting community 
empowerment. They reclaim and assume a more proactive 
role in the management of common property and resources 
through collective actions. These collective actions take 
place through networks involving cooperatives, associations, 
individuals, and public actors, at the local, regional, and 
national levels. Through their networking processes they 
oppose the negative social capital that nourishes the power 


of organized crime and instead enhance the reproduction of 
“ethical social capital" and anti-Mafia culture. 

NCO cooperatives and environmental movements both 
promote mutually reinforcing activities for a cultural and 
physical reappropriation of territory by connecting symbolic, 
material, and structural dimensions. They are engaged in a 
real process of revitalization and co-production of place, a 
vision of territory as a set of relationships instead of a mere 
physical or geographical area. Their alliance aspires to 
define local communities' new self-narrations, to implement 
new practices, and to settle an ethical, cultural, and 
institutional framework. Such processes create a robust 
basis for place awareness, able to promote an innovative 
local territorial development in the transition from a criminal 
economy to a social-ecological economy grounded on the 
care of commons and on the autonomous self-organization 
of communities. i94 

T he revolutionary challenges outlined are still in progress 
and leave room for debate. Some critical limits and risks 
are inherent in these processes. The NCO cooperatives are 
small-scale economic entities and are not very competitive; 
their current challenge is to gain economic self-sufficiency 
on the market, while actually their main source of income is 
the public contributions received from health care for their 
rehabilitation activities. These public revenues are 
problematic because they are not continuous, and too often 
the payments are delayed. A critical key point is to become 
economically sustainable without distorting the project in 
the face of capitalist economy, considering that they provide 
community value and services, some of which are neither 
accounted nor accountable through market indicators. A 


related problem is to get out of a niche maintaining full 
adherence to ethical principles and the vision of community 
wellbeing. Cooperatives are very often confronted with a 
trade-off between ethics and market; in addition they risk of 
being turned into a subsidiary designed by the State to 
deflect its responsibilities. 

Another risk is that capitalist production systems will 
absorb these experiences and exploit their symbolic power, 
reducing their subversive potential, or using them as an 
escape valve for a general system that remains unchanged. 
Michael Porter and Mark Kramer have suggested that 
creating “sharing value" is the way to reinvent and revitalize 
capitalism, but without questioning capitalism's dynamics 
and injustices, “addressing social concerns in a company's 
business practices ... can contribute to profit 
maximization. "-Z95 

Cooperation with the grassroots movements' coalition is 
thus a potential strategy by which the NCO cooperatives can 
exercise continuous political pressure in order to change the 
broader economic and institutional arrangements 
maintaining ethicai rigorousness. Resistance to inequalities, 
informed by a wide critique of the status quo, and coupled 
with material organization of social reproduction is a risky 
yet promising path for improving self-determination of 
communities. 
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ECOLOGICAL CRISIS 
AND THIRD REVOLUTION 

BY METIN GUVEN 


T he current ecological crisis is becoming more visible 
every day. Even though it appears in many forms such 
as deforestation, salinization of soil, destruction of 
ecocommunities due to mining, industrialization, and new 
energy projects; the most critical one seems to be global 
warming. 

World elites suggest that technological innovations and 
environmental reforms will restrict global greenhouse gas 
emissions and stop adverse effects of global warming. In fact 
these measures only marginally slow down emissions in 
developed countries; the actual outcome of these measures 
is mostly moving the sources of greenhouse gas emissions 
from developed countries to developing countries.They 
are not effective because global elites try to implement 
measures compatible with economic growth through 
investments by multinational corporations. However the 
main goal of these corporations is more profit and they move 


industrial production to countries with the lowest cost 
regardless of environmental impact and greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

Greenhouse gas emissions need to be radically reduced to 
stop the adverse effects of global warming. This requires not 
only implementing technological innovations, but also a 
radical decrease in current economic activity and a thorough 
decentralization. These requirements are incompatible with 
capitalism and its demand for endless material growth. 
Social ecologists argue that the only way to stop global 
warming is through a radical transcendence of capitalism. 

Most of the increase in global greenhouse gas emissions 
in recent decades came from rapid urbanization with 
shopping malls and commercial high-rise buildings, and 
increased transportation due to this urbanization. Political 
participation is critically important to reversing this trend as 
people need to decide how to create decentralized cities and 
rebuild their communities. 

Even though these ideas seem utopian, other options do 
not promise a solution or are authoritarian top down 
approaches such as population reduction. However, popular 
participation of such a radical transformation can only be 
achieved through a social revolution, which will create 
libertarian power structures and remove the privileges of 
ruling classes and corporations. 

Examining the concrete historical examples of social 
revolutions that allowed for direct participation in political 
decision making will give us a perspective on how a 
revolution that has the potential to create a free society is 
possible today. Such a revolution would allow us to take real 
measures to stop global warming and find solutions to other 
ecological problems. 



M any thinkers who consider the concept of revolution 
often only address revolutions from the modern 
period. However, the objectives of modern revolutions, such 
as freedom and equality, were formulated in antiquity. The 
pursuit of these objectives was first given concrete form in 
ancient Athens. In his book From Urbanization to Cities, 
Murray Bookchin speaks of the changes that took place in 
ancient Athens: “Power ceased to be the prerogative of a 
small, well-born stratum of the population. It became a 
citizen activity. Athen's historic calendar is marked by 
seething upsurges of the people, startling fluctuations 
between aristocratic rule, tyranny, limited popular 
government, until, by the latter half of the fifth century B.C., 
Athenian political life stabilized around a face-to-face 
democracy of the most radical kind.''-Z97 

Writing about this unprecedented development in 
recorded history, Bookchin noted that “Later ideals of 
citizenship, even insofar as they were modeled on the 
Athenian, seem more unfinished and immature than the 
original," and that “there were impressive attempts to create 
patterns of civic freedom that approximated the democratic 
poiis in medieval city-states and in the American and French 
revolutions. These attempts were usually intuitive. 

Thinkers engaged with the issues of modernization have 
failed to develop their ideas about the concept of citizenship 
to the extent of the Athenians. As a result, the criterion of 
revolution can be substantially attributed to the 
understanding of direct democracy in Ancient Athens. 
Accordingly, Bookchin considers the revolutions of recent 
times as incomplete without what he calls a “Third 
Revolution." 

The concept of the Third Revolution and these approaches 
will be expanded upon in the following sections. At this 


point, it should be emphasized that a revolution can only be 
comprehended as a process rather than an event occurring 
in an instant. A social revolution, not merely a political 
revolution, must contain different revolutions within itself 
and change social life in a fundamental way, creating new 
values and attitudes in the period following itself. 

A thenian democracy can be distinguished from the 
earlier tribal democracies, not only by their detailed 
recordings on the concept of citizenship but also the 
development of a democracy that transcends blood ties. 
Initially, the former tribal councils were revitalized as 
institutions with only legislative power, but not the power to 
enact and execute laws. The enslavement of Athenians was 
prohibited and all Athenians were given the right of 
citizenship. This democratization process ultimately resulted 
in new socially constructed tribes to include all citizens for 
the functioning of democracy, and in this way the different 
sections of society were able to express themselves by 
participating in political decision-making process. 

The system that had been functioning for decades 
consisted of a public assembly that was open to the 
participation of all citizens, and from this assembly an 
executive council was elected by lot. The council {boule) had 
five hundred members elected annually by lot who were 
responsible for carrying out the laws and decisions made by 
the public assembly. In order to execute the decisions made, 
administrative boards with various duties were formed under 
the council. The idea of Athenian citizenship meant that 
every citizen would be able to take a role in policy making 
and administration. Direct democracy relied on citizens that 
acquired administrative skills such as reasoning and 



problem solving through discussions and debates in popular 
assembly. 

Athenians assembled as an ekkiesia not only to 
formulate policies and make judgments; they came 
together to mutually educate each other in the 
ability to act justly and expand their civic ideals of 
right and wrong. The 'political process,' ... was not 
strictly institutional and inexhaustible, everyday 
'curriculum' for intellectual, ethical, and personal 
growth ... that fostered the ability of citizens to 
creatively participate in public affairs, to bring 
their best abilities to the service of the polis and its 
needs, to intelligently manage their private affairs 
in accordance with the highest ethical standards of 
the common ity.-Z95 

T en percent of the population of ancient Athens were 
men with full citizenship rights and eligible to 
participate in their direct democracy. Wider participation 
was not permitted due the lack of citizenship rights for 
women, slaves, and immigrants. It is clear that this narrow 
and exclusionary form of democracy could not be considered 
as a model for today. However, it would not be fair to dismiss 
the democracy of ancient Athens purely on this note. It 
should not be forgotten that the slave trade in the Middle 
East had been established over a thousand years at that 
time, and it wasn't outlawed in Europe until the beginning of 
the 19th century and until 1865 in the United States. 
Women's equal participation in political life was achieved 
only in the 20th century. Therefore, modern revolutions have 


held the same limited concepts of “equality” and 
participation. 

If we were to look into the daily life of the time, the 
participation of males in politics was largely due to the 
responsibility of housekeeping and raising children being 
given to women, and the use of slavery especially in 
services and also production, even though slavery was 
mostly not concentrated in large production units. Women 
were also responsible for the management of domestic 
slaves, which were the majority of the slave population. 
Ancient Greece, unlike ancient Rome, did not have large 
farms based on slave labor or latifundias. Most people were 
self-sufficient, relying on the production of their farms and 
homes. People in antiquity had much simpler lives as 
garments were produced domestically alongside many 
consumer goods we normally purchase from markets today. 
Agricultural production was mostly made possible through 
the labor of the farmer-citizens. However, the lack of 
mechanical devices either for domestic or agricultural use 
resulted in lower production and poverty for those who 
didn't own slaves. The most important reason for this was 
due to the burden caused by the necessity to defend Athens 
against aggressive empires and neighboring enemies. The 
Persian Empire was a constant threat to Greek cities. Athens 
was often at war with its southern neighbor Sparta. Sparta's 
production relied on the enslavement of their indigenous 
population and their citizens dedicated almost all of their 
time to war preparation. Wealthy Athenians supported war 
efforts by providing horses, while those moderately well-to- 
do brought armor, and the poor worked as foot soldiers or 
rowers. 200 

Immigrants generally worked in the crafts and trades. 
Within the understanding of the time, a person relying on 


the market could not make political decisions independently 
because they sold their products and labor. The vested 
interests of the marketplace were independent of and 
contradicted the interests of the entire community. Those 
engaged in trading were susceptible to prioritize the 
interests of the market over the community. Our notion of 
“democracy” today is contradictory to this approach, but we 
should recognize that a true democracy can only be 
achieved by a similar understanding. The tension between 
the common interests of community and the economic self- 
interests of the individual causes people to ignore the short 
and long term interests of the community. The Athenian 
ideal of a citizen was considered to be economically self- 
sufficient so that they would be autonomous participants in 
political decision-making.Hence the craft and trade 
occupations in ancient Athens were largely left to 
immigrants and slaves. 

A thenian democracy collapsed due to the invasions by 
Macedon and later Rome. Direct democracy in 
subsequent periods first appeared in rising Italian cities prior 
to the Renaissance, and then spread to Central Europe, the 
Netherlands, and the surrounding areas. However, in the 
intervening centuries, town and country in Europe became 
thoroughly dissociated from one another as the countryside 
became heavily dominated by feudalism. A very large 
section of the city consisted of poor citizens who were not 
engaged in democracy. These democracies weren't as 
inclusive as Athenian democracy; moreover, the conflict 
between the enriched and empowered bourgeoisie and the 
other sections of society sharpened, leading to the political 
transformation of democracies into republics. Those cities 


that were ruled by representative councils lost their 
significance with the emergence of nation-states. 

Nation-states were initially under the arbitrary rule of the 
king. Kings introduced bureaucracies that grew to become a 
heavy burden on the people who were taxed to finance the 
government. Poverty effected a large portion of the 
population, both in cities and the countryside. Even though 
feudal serfdom was no longer in effect, feudal obligations to 
the nobility posed a great burden on the peasants who did 
not possess enough land. European revolutions of the 
modern era, while reintroducing forgotten forms of freedom 
from the past, were a reaction against the parasitic upper 
classes and the poverty that resulted from them. 

The Great French Revolution was one of those revolutions. 
It restricted the power of the King and started the process to 
create a new Constitution by the National Convention in July 
1789. This was the First Revolution. 

The French Revolution largely depended on organizations 
that initially gathered to elect representatives to the Third 
Estate. These organizations were formed from councils that 
were originally created to gather complaints and demands, 
dispersing when these functions were fulfilled. But they 
were transformed into organized structures in order to fulfill 
the demands of the people in IIQ 9.202 The most radical of 
those organizations were the sections of Paris representing 
the districts of neighborhoods. 

When the Monarchy was abolished in 1792, power 
became seated in the National Convention. This was 
considered as the Second Revolution. Until that time, the 
sections of Paris were trying to legitimize themselves while 
organizing massive marches ijournees) to bring the 
revolution forward. Neither the National Assembly nor the 
moderate Paris Commune of that time wanted to strengthen 


the sections. By reducing the number of section from 60 to 
48 it was thought that they would be weakened. Yet the 
strength of their political discussions, the decisions they 
concluded and the actions that they took left them 
unhindered by the reduction. Each section was developing a 
distinctive local culture. Some radicalized further and some 
sections, which included affluent neighborhoods, remained 
moderate. 

The abolition of the monarchy led the Paris Commune to 
restructure itself. The Commune no longer attempted to be a 
force on the sections, but instead became an administrative 
structure that coordinated the implementation of decisions 
made by the sections. Parallel to this, the popular 
assemblies of the sections became open to the participation 
of all citizens by the removal of previous restrictions. Since 
the First Revolution, committees were formed to organize 
aspects of daily life such as food and safety. Until the 
Second Revolution the members of these committees had 
been appointed by the Commune but now became elected 
committee members. Thus, a direct democracy similar to the 
one in ancient Athens was implemented across all of Paris. If 
we consider the population of Paris at this time to be around 
six hundred thousand, a much larger community of citizens 
became able to experience direct democracy. 

However, while the sections of Paris were becoming more 
effective, the monarchist reactionaries organized to crush 
the Republic. With the eruption of rural uprisings led by 
monarchists, the dual power could not continue in Paris for 
long. The liquidation of the Girondins on the 2nd of June, 
1793, took place during those circumstances. With the 
support of the sections, the Jacobins liquidated the 
Girondins from the Convention. In the following period 
Jacobins guillotined not only the reactionaries but also all 



other forms of opposition. The radical leaders of the sections 
were jailed or suppressed if they hadn't been sent to 
guillotine. The radicals foresaw this scenario before the 2nd 
of June, and strove for a Third Revolution by working to 
eliminate the Convention and to make the direct democracy 
of the sections the only ruling power. However, they were 
not able to succeed in this endeavor. Later attempts for the 
Third Revolution failed, leading to the deterioration of efforts 
to undo the power of the central government. 

W orkers, peasants, and soldier soviets appeared as a 
potentially directly democratic organization after the 
February revolution of 1917. But they became tools used by 
the Bolsheviks to manipulate the masses. However, the most 
radical segments of society created directly democratic 
institutions in different areas. Factory committees were 
among them and were especially active in the Vyborg region 
of St. Petersburg. These committees were elected by all of 
the workers working in a factory. The factory committees 
decided the organization of production and all other matters 
involving the workers. 

Another example of direct democracy in the revolutionary 
tradition was the organization of the Kronstadt sailors. 
Kronstadt was the military base at which the most radical 
soldiers in the Russian Revolution were stationed. Their role 
during critical moments of revolution was unprecedented. 
They made important political decisions together by 
discussing and voting. The Kronstadt base had turned itself 
into a self-managing commune. In February 1921, amidst 
growing strikes and pressure by the Bolsheviks, Kronstadt 
sent a group of delegates to closely examine the situation in 
St. Petersburg with the intention to create a Third 



Revolution. The observations of the delegates were 
discussed and resulted in the formulation of 15 demands 
that were approved by an overwhelming majority. Their 
demands included the freedom of press, expression, and 
assembly for workers, peasants, anarchists, socialists, and 
the Left Socialist Revolutionaries, with freely displayed 
electoral propaganda to be allowed before new soviet 
elections. 

The Kronstadt base was attacked by approximately 
60,000 soldiers before they had the opportunity to organize 
with the workers of St. Petersburg in solidarity. The Kronstadt 
resistance lasted 12 days with thousands of people from 
both sides killed or injured, and thousands of insurgent 
taking refuges in Finland. Thus, a Third Revolution which 
could transform the soviets into a direct democracy was 
completely suppressed, making way for the Stalinist 
dictatorship that eventually claimed the lives of the majority 
of Bolshevik leaders. 

T he revolutionary process that lead to ancient Athenian 
democracy began as an uprising in response to 
aristocratic practices of indebting poor small farmers with 
mortgages, as those who failed to pay back their dues had 
their land seized and were even enslaved and sold abroad. 
However, at that time, poverty and misery were not as 
widespread as it was during the French Revolution. Perhaps 
the fact that immiseration due to class differences wasn't as 
widespread or was only nascent, allowed greater possibilities 
for the formation of democratic institutions. More 
importantly, finding a solution to the problem of debt and 
the prohibition of slavery due to debt made it possible to 
raise the prospect of establishing a democracy. The 



revolutions of the modern era, involving deeper class 
conflicts, have been unable to resolve the poverty and 
misery of their time, and this reveals an important 
distinction from the revolutionary transformation of ancient 
Athens. 

The exception to this is the American Revolution which 
aimed to gain independence from Britain. Unlike other 
revolutions, it was not a product of class conflict or poverty. 
The rising bourgeoisie at that time was decisive in shaping 
the newly formed state. The United States was born not as a 
democracy, but as a republic in which property owners 
elected their representatives. Only after granting universal 
suffrage did the United States claim itself as a “democracy.” 
On the other hand, although the soviet revolution ultimately 
eliminated poverty, it came with the political suppression of 
freedoms, as the entire country transformed into an 
environment resembling a labor camp. All decisions were 
made by a narrow section of elites that composed the 
leadership of the Communist Party, ultimately leading to the 
collapse of the Soviet statist system. 

However, as it is stressed in all of Bookchin's analyses, the 
culture one identifies with and how those people view 
themselves is more important than the economic conditions 
in determining their political orientations. In ancient Greece 
the culture of the self-sufficient small farmer and the virtues 
they developed made way for democracy. The patriarchal 
values of culture and the view of slaves as objects like 
washing machines, ovens, or calculators, are not acceptable 
today. Nevertheless, the idea that citizens dependent on the 
relations of the marketplace could not make autonomous 
decisions and are thus unable to properly contribute to 
democracy is very important. 



In the other democracies since antiquity, the importance 
that citizens have placed on their own independence has 
played a significant role. During the Great French 
Revolution, those who were the most radical agents were not 
industrial workers but artisans. They were recently removed 
from their village life and had not yet been dramatically 
affected by the anonymity found in cities. They created the 
same sense of community in the neighborhoods as it was 
found previously in their villages. In contrast to ordinary 
assembly line workerism their outlook carried self- 
confidence from both their communal solidarity and their 
artisanship. The workers who led the revolution in St. 
Petersburg possessed similar characteristics. Although they 
worked in large factories, they had not yet been transformed 
into assembly line workers, continuing as they did to 
practice their crafts at the workbench. 

Germany and the United Kingdom experienced rapid 
industrialization, while the rest of the Western world 
followed in the second half of the 20th century. By then, the 
factory worker had fully become a cog in a machine. Their 
work environment didn't permit them to view themselves 
with the same confidence as the artisan worker. In these 
circumstances, rather than finding solutions to their 
inequality and disempowerment, they were content to 
merely improve their work and economic conditions. 

S o why did the revolutionaries who had self-confidence 
fail to achieve the Third Revolution? Although it isn't 
possible to fully answer this, we must recognize that well- 
developed organizations which could accomplish the Third 
Revolution hadn't emerged at that time. Perhaps those who 
came closest to achieving the Third Revolution were the 



syndicalist CNT-FAI organization who suppressed the fascist 
assault in Barcelona in 1936. However, their anarchist views, 
which desired the dissolution of power completely, caused 
confusion between the distinction of a state and 
government, fearing as they did that they would lose their 
identity and become an authoritative party or state. Despite 
the fact that the power was in their hands, this prevented 
them from institutionalizing it and led them to return it to 
the government. On the other hand, the central government 
took up the first opportunity to rule out the possibility of the 
Third Revolution by crushing them. 203 

As we can see in this last example, the people who will 
succeed in actualizing the Third Revolution and their 
organizations must first and foremost clarify the concepts 
such as government and power. The success of democracy in 
ancient Athens was largely a result of the people's 
opposition to bureaucratic governments and statehood. 
Instead, they adopted administrative duties by a system of 
rotation. In this way, the emergence of a government that 
was composed of professional officers and the hegemony of 
such a government was prevented. However, due to the 
events in Russia, the concrete product of thinking that a 
central power would be the most successful in fighting 
against reactionary forces and solving economic problems is 
well known. 

Considering these examples, we must not forget that 
when opposing a bureaucratically centralized power, a 
society without power and institutions to make political 
decisions cannot be conceived. As in the example of 
Barcelona, power cannot be eliminated. If the people who 
hope to achieve a direct democracy do not form institutions 
and take power, a force that aims to form a class or state 
domination will fill this vacuum and take power. The 


opposition of this force against the dominating class is not 
an indication that it does not aim for state domination. In 
other words, if the people are unable to exercise this power 
and fail to build long lasting decentralized democratic 
institutions the people's power will evaporate. 

If we are to evaluate the past revolutions in terms of the 
present, we must understand that these revolutions acted 
on a narrow set of problems in comparison to the issues of 
today. The spread of capitalism within the last century to 
every corner of the world and the commodification of all 
natural resources as assets to be bought and sold renders 
the ecological and social crises today, and the need for a 
fundamental transformation that will overcome these issues, 
as urgent. If the destruction of nature, fossil fuel 
consumption, and air, water, soil pollution all continue at the 
current rates the Earth will cease to be a habitable 
environment for human life. Capitalism, which puts profit 
and the accumulation of capital ahead of all other concerns, 
is not only destroying biological nature, but is also debasing 
human nature by transforming people into robots only 
concerned with economic interests. 

The large scale, multi-dimensional crisis that is being 
experienced can be solved through a Third Revolution that 
comprises an approach that aims for the elimination of the 
intertwined domination of class, gender, state, nation, and 
the idea of the domination of nature. The advancement of 
technology has made it possible “to replace the one 
dimensional worker with the multidimensional citizen as the 
agent for social administration and change. “204 in contrast 
to past revolutions, this holistic perspective allows women 
and marginalized minorities to play a significant and 
important role in creating a new society. To achieve full 


citizenship for all, today's revolutionary utopia will need to 
go beyond the utopias of the past. 
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I S it meaningful to talk about an ecology movement in the 
Middle East? For the most part, ecological movements 
have been limited to the developed world. Although natural 
resources in the Middle East have been stretched to their 
limits, and the whole region has felt the impact of climate 
change in recent years, yet a distinct ecology movement did 
not emerge until the turn of the century.Globalization 
processes and environmental dislocations have indeed 


affected the area, but most governments have turned a 
blind eye to the perilous environmental situation in front of 
them. To them, ecology has never been a pressing Issue. 206 
Today, ecological issues are becoming increasingly 
relevant, particularly related to the current political 
instability and the water crisis in the Middle East. Access to 
clean water is being used as a weapon of war in Iraq and 
Syria. Yet, some scholars claim that the region lacks what it 
needs to be at the forefront of ecological movements. 207 But 
emerging movements challenge this notion. In this essay, 
we would like to highlight the Save the Tigris and Iraqi 
Marshes Campaign, a campaign to protect the Iraqi Marshes 
and to expose dam development projects and its impact in 
the region. Such campaigns are needed to increase 
ecological awareness, to transform public opinion, and to 
influence government officials. 


I n his book. The Middle East Water Question, geographer 
John A. Allan discusses the fact that in the North, civil 
society is aware of environmental issues; the media 
regularly addresses public concerns and anxiety about the 
environment, and ecological activists have transformed 
popular perceptions of water resources. Political elites and 
institutions in the North seem to be acutely aware of 
environmental risks. This, Allan argues, is in sharp contrast 
to the Middle East, where societies have been less aware of 
environmental issues. He explains how the question of water 
use and allocation in the region is determined by a “complex 
interplay of unrecognized economic solutions, belief systems 
and political processes. “205 The region risks major water 
shortages, but has little political will to tackle the problem. 


From our experience, in order to be effective, ecological 
movements in the Middle East need to focus their efforts on 
two areas: awareness and advocacy. First, it is important to 
raise awareness among people and societies about the very 
real dangers involved in ignoring environmental issues. 
Second, it is necessary to press policy-makers to advocate 
an ecological transition. This, Allan explains, will require 
both the capacity to create awareness and mobilize civil 
society, and to lobby and influence national and regional 
environmental policies. To achieve this, ecological issues will 
have to become visible in the public sphere, and civil society 
will have to create an open and democratic space where 
environmental policies can be discussed. 

The more a movement is able to assert itself into the 
political process, Allan claims, the more likely it is that its 
demands will be taken into account in the policy formation 
process. In order to achieve this, the civil society in the 
region must be involved in the international exchange of 
ecological knowledge, and they need to be acutely aware 
that ecological issues stretch beyond nation-states and 
regions, and across north-south borders. Thus, ecological 
activism in the Middle East will have to be embedded in a 
global, democratic ecological movement, where a sustained 
and active exchange of ideas and practices on ecological 
sustainability is possible. 

Building on Allan's claim, Sanjeev Khagram argues in 
Dams and Development that transnational alliances alter 
the dynamics of a movement not only in terms of scale but 
also in terms of policy impact . 209 A movement that extends 
beyond its borders will have a greater chance of influencing 
environmental policies and make them comply with 
international standards. We will build on Allan's and 
Khagram's work to explain how civil society in the Middle 


East, and particularly in Iraq, is growing more aware of 
ecological issues and is consolidating its activism by 
building alliances, exchanging knowledge, and reaching 
political spaces where it is possible to discuss water policy. 

Iraq is an interesting place to study new ecological 
movements in the Middle East. Several factors have 
influenced the emergence of ecological movements in Iraq 
during the last decade. First, after 2003, a new political 
system was built with more space for social movements and 
non-profit organizations to operate, and new civil society 
groups appeared. The Iraqi Social Forum is an example of an 
open political and social space advocating social justice and 
opposing neoliberal policies. Second, during the Arab Spring 
protests that took place in Iraq in 2011 and 2012, for 
example, there was an increase in political mobilization. 
Third, we have seen several natural disasters and effects of 
climate change: few other countries in the Arab World have 
suffered more environmental damage than Iraq, which has 
made the rise of ecological movements all the more relevant 
and urgent. At the same time, a clear link between human 
security and ecology has recently become more evident 
there . 210 Large groups of people in Iraq are increasingly 
vulnerable to natural disasters, like floods and droughts. 
Fourth, as a consequence of years of war and heavy neglect, 
the environment is in a critical condition. The Mesopotamian 
Marshes probably best demonstrate how rapidly the Iraqi 
environment deteriorated toward the end of the previous 
century. The Marshes are one of the country's most 
important ecosystems, and used to be one of the largest 
wetlands in Asia. At the beginning of the 2003 Iraq War, the 
Marshes were only 10% of their original size. This was a 
direct result of Saddam Hussein's deliberate drainage of the 
marshes to crush Shi'a resistance during the Iran-lraq war. 


After the war a new grave threat emerged: upstream dams in 
Syria and Turkey. The construction of big dams poses a 
threat not only to the Marshes, but also to Iraq's water 
resources. The first water shortages started in the 1990s 
when Turkey built several dams on the Euphrates River.^ii 
This caused a decline in freshwater availability and an 
increase in water salinity, making water unsuitable for 
agriculture and human consumption. Turkey is currently 
constructing more dams on the Tigris River, such as llisu. 
The effects of this dam project will have grave ecological 
consequences in the years to come. 2 i 2 

After the war in 2003 ended, new organizations and 
initiatives have been established. A landmark for Iraq was 
the New Eden project, which, in collaboration with the 
Ministry of Environment and local communities, partially 
restored the Marshes in the years following the American 
invasion. In 2004, Nature Iraq was founded. This is the 
country's only conservationist organization, which focuses 
primarily on environmental research. Furthermore, there are 
numerous local environmental organizations operating in 
the country. However, few organizations have been involved 
with advocacy campaigns and raising environmental 
awareness. This is changing in recent years as the landscape 
of ecological organizations in Iraq continues to expand. 
Waterkeepers Iraq, active since 2011, has been 
implementing activities with the aim of raising awareness 
about the need to protect Iraq's rivers. The transnational 
Ekopotamya Network was founded in 2012, and serves as an 
international platform for Kurdish ecological organizations in 
the region, including Iraq. It meets twice a year to scrutinize 
environmental policies in the region. The Arab Youth Climate 
Movement has been mobilizing since 2012. It features Iraqi 
campaigners who participate in the Conference of the 


Parties (COP) and climate change negotiation talks, and it 
tracks what role the Iraqi government plays in negotiations. 
The Save the Tigris and Iraqi Marshes Campaign is a 
transnational advocacy campaign that demands 
accountability and transparency from the Iraqi government 
on water policies, and on monitors how the llisu Dam in 
Turkey poses a threat to the environment in Iraq. 

W e believe the Save the Tigris campaign is a prime 
example of how new environmental networks are 
becoming increasingly relevant and paves the way for a real 
ecology movement in the Middle East. This campaign has 
galvanized environmental struggles within Iraq. Importantly, 
it has also gathered strength from the international 
environmental movement and from transnational networks 
working against dams, and it has benefited from expert legal 
and environmental advice that has, in turn, shaped its 
advocacy work. 

Founded in 2012, the campaign focuses on protecting the 
Tigris River and the Iraqi Marshes from the negative impacts 
of the llisu Dam, which is currently under construction in 
Turkey. Recognizing that there are multiple challenges to 
water resources in Iraq, like water management and lack of 
modern technology, the Save the Tigris Campaign focuses 
on transboundary water issues: it advocates policies that 
secure the sustainable and equitable use of water, and 
opposes the privatization and commodification of water 
supplies and natural resources. 

We cannot, here, discuss all political aspects of the llisu 
dam project. Suffice to say that the llisu dam construction 
creates the potential for the escalation of international 
conflict in a region that is vulnerable to both drought and 



political instability. Turkey shares the Tigris River basin with 
Syria and Iraq, and when the llisu dam is fully operative, 
Turkey will have complete control over Iraq's water 
resources. Through projects like the llisu dam, Turkey will 
strengthen its economic and political power, and secure its 
hegemony in the region. There exists no transboundary 
water agreement between Turkey and Iraq over the Tigris 
River, and the dangers of llisu dam to Iraq's water resources 
remains unaddressed by the Iraqi government. 2^4 

The Save the Tigris campaign is led by the Iraqi Civil 
Society Solidarity Initiative (ICSSI) and the work on the 
ground in Iraq is carried out by both internationals and Iraqi 
activists. International activists involved in the campaign 
provide expertise and skills, such as in international law or 
advocacy, to consolidate the campaign. Most Iraqi NGO's do 
not have ecology as one of their core issues, but this 
campaign has been able to partner several local NGO's, 
hereby expanding their radius of action to include 
environmental issues as well. In addition, an important 
component is "The People of Iraq Campaign to Save the 
Tigris," a collective that includes Iraqi activists and 
intellectuals. The Save the Tigris Campaign contradicts 
Allan's argument that Middle East activists are unaware of 
the growing water problem in the region. 

T he campaign aims to strengthen the capacity of the 
Iraqi people to participate in the political decision¬ 
making process. To this end, the Save the Tigris has worked 
to expand environmental awareness among Iraqi civil 
society and to empower them to make meaningful 
contributions to the policy-making process. To get Iraqi civil 
society engaged in the issue of llisu Dam, much work is put 


into raising awareness among local civil society groups, 
NGO's, academics, and students. Activists from the 
campaign held workshops and seminars in the provinces of 
Basra, Amara, Nasiriya, and Sulaymaniyah, at the University 
of Basra and the Universities of Duhok and Sulaymaniyah. 
Moreover, the campaign has engaged with the Iraq Social 
Forum, one of the country's largest civil society platforms. 
These efforts support Allan's argument that awareness is key 
to changing perceptions on the water problem. 

According to Portuguese sociologist Boaventura De Sousa 
Santos, each environmental struggle is organized according 
to a particular scale, be it local, national, or global.De 
Sousa argues that any movement will have the option of 
instigating change via direct or political action—or both. 
Due to the existing political conditions in Iraq, the Save the 
Tigris Campaign work choose political and legal action, in 
order to influence the national government. Iraq has a 
Ministry of Environment, but ecological issues are put aside 
with the excuse that the current situation makes them less 
pressing than other aspects of the political crisis. Water 
policy is not a priority for the government. Furthermore, in 
Iraq it is difficult for individual NGO's to criticize the 
government without getting censored, and it might be 
difficult for others with close ties to the government to be 
critical of it as well. Nonetheless, the Save the Tigris 
Campaign has shown that it is possible for ecological 
movements to influence public policy. 

To be sure, the national advocacy work of the Save the 
Tigris Campaign has faced many challenges. These include 
restrictions on the freedom of expression, Iraq's poor 
governance (including high levels of corruption), inherent 
weak position vis-a-vis Turkey as a downstream state, its 
inexperience in international legal matters, and the lack of 


political will in the government to bring the water issue to 
the top of the agenda. Although it has been difficult, the 
campaign has succeeded in strengthening Iraqi voices in 
public institutions, advancing concrete water policy 
proposals, and has gradually gained access to ministries and 
local government officials. Khagram argues that popular 
movements only succeed when they are in strong 
democracies, but emergent movements in Iraq demonstrates 
that this is not necessarily the case. 

T he struggle to protect and preserve the environment 
involves a global movement against mega-dams. We 
believe that the fight against such dams constitutes an 
important part of community struggles to control over their 
own water and other natural resources. This movement has 
challenged powerful interests and institutions, and 
contested hegemonic ideas about development. 

The Save the Tigris and Iraqi Marshes Campaign has 
learned from other struggles in southern nations, such as 
India and Brazil, that the potential success of any ecological 
movement depends in its capacity to associate and 
collaborate with other transnational movements and 
activists, to learn from their forms of organization, and to 
unite in common objectives. This campaign therefore 
includes activists from both the North and the South, and 
aims to bring together ecological movements across borders. 
Partners from the North are organizations such as The Corner 
House (UK), GegenStromung (Germany), and the 
Environmental Defender Law Center (USA). From the global 
South, organizations include the Center for Sustainable 
Development (Iran) and the Initiative to Keep Hasankeyf 
Alive (Turkey). 


Since the issue of llisu Dam affects both Iraq and Turkey, 
the campaign has established firm links with dam-affected 
communities in Turkey. Delegations have visited the site of 
llisu Dam, and the town of Hasankeyf (Turkey), which will be 
flooded when llisu Dam becomes operative, and there are 
exchanges with Turkish organizations such as Hasankeyf 
Matters and the Initiative to Keep Hasankeyf Alive. To link 
Turkey and Iraq to the global struggle for water justice, the 
campaign has organized events to raise awareness both in 
the North and in the South, in countries such as Italy, Jordan, 
and Tunisia. 

Anti-dam organizations meet at international gatherings 
such as the World Social Forum (WSF), which has released 
several documents on the global anti-dam struggle. 
Numerous activists, campaigns and non-profit organizations 
from the Middle East have found their way into the World 
Social Forum. In 2013, the World Social Forum was held in 
the Middle East for the first time, in Tunis, underscoring the 
importance of resistance and mobilization in the region. 
From the World Social Forum other thematic and national 
forums emerged. The Iraqi Social Forum was founded in 
early 2013, and other social forums followed suit, such as 
the Egyptian Social Forum for Youth in December 2013. 
Growing ecological awareness is increasingly expressed 
through such forums, protests, and campaigns. 

The Save the Tigris Campaign is one of the very first 
ecological initiatives in Iraq to focus on broad, nationwide 
advocacy. The campaign is part of a new, bourgeoning 
ecological movement, not only in Iraq but also in the whole 
Middle East. It has established an important link between 
global and local civil society, thereby paving the way for 
other initiatives to follow suit in Iraq. A genuine ecological 
movement must be able to influence political processes, and 


the Save the Tigris Campaign has succeeded in putting an 
urgent ecological issue on the national agenda. Local and 
international media are increasingly reporting about Iraq's 
water issues, and the Iraqi Marshes are likely to be included 
in UNESCO's World Heritage list. At the same time, Iraqi civil 
society has expanded their scope. By being closely involved 
in the campaign, local activists have been empowered to act 
not only upon the issue of llisu Dam, but on ecological issues 
in general. 

The Save the Tigris Campaign demonstrates the 
importance of international solidarity. It has inspired Iraqi 
activists and given them a sense of being part of a bigger 
and enduring international movement that successfully 
struggles to promote human and environmental rights. Iraqi 
environmental activists are now part of the global ecology 
movement. We believe their experience will be much valued 
in the global exchange of ideas. 
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THE GEZI FORUMS: 
TOWARD DIRECT 
DEMOCRACY? 


BY CAGRI ERYILMAZ 


I n 2013 Istanbul's Gezi Park was slated to become just 
another site for a neoliberal project of urban renewal (or 
urban removal, as Henri Lefebvre calls it), transferring 
capital to sustain the growth of capitalism. The project 
would have destroyed one of the city's last remaining green 
spaces. In many cities around the world, such 
transformations have given rise to urban struggles, and so 
this one did in Gezi Park: on May 28, 2013, a protest erupted 
there that emerged from the grassroots and, without 
leadership from any party, union, or other organization, 
spread from Gezi Park to Istanbul's squares and other parks 
and then to other cities in Turkey, until it became a full- 
fledged resistance movement. For an entire month, the 
movement occupied Taksim Square (adjacent to Gezi Park) 



and also parks of Istanbul and other cities. In some cases 
violence erupted between protesters and police. 

The movement comprised the whole range of opposition 
groups. Indeed, the composition of protesters was unique in 
Turkish history in that many different groups acted together 
for the first time. Ogutle has defined six types of 
participants: nongovernmental organizations (NGOs); the 
revolutionary left; the Kurdish movement; Kemalist groups 
(the name refers to the founding ideology of Turkey, 
developed by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk); people on Istiklal 
Street (Istanbul's most famous avenue, which ends in Gezi 
Park); anticapitalist Muslims; and “flagless" people (lacking 
ideology, identity, or aims ). 220 They were protesting, among 
other things, the government's authoritarian policies, which 
they saw as making protest necessary. In the 2014 local and 
presidential elections, the opposition parties failed to 
respond to or represent the demands of the protesters, and 
half the population strongly supported the government. The 
diversity of the protests against the government and the 
polarization of the country show that the current 
representative democracy fails to address popular demands. 

The protests, and the deficiency of the opposition parties, 
led a few protesters in Istanbul to develop forums. Soon 
hundreds of forums sprang up, throughout the country. 
Nightly and later weekly, in the occupied parks and squares, 
issues of common concern were discussed at these forums. 
Any group or individual could take part. 

Following the Gezi Resistance, people come 
together at forums where they freely discuss issues 
ranging from the streets where they live to the 
whole country. To people in these forums, the 
tiresome old policy-making—which depends on 


tricks and personal interests behind cold 
parliament walls—seems inadequate. From now on, 
a new policy making based on local democracy 
appears in parks and streets where everyone 
listens and tries to understand one another and 
nobody is held to be superior or inferior. We, living 
in §isli central neighborhoods, and others through 
our forums met with the people of our 
neighborhood to rebuild a lost neighborhood 
culture and to discuss the serious agenda of 
neighborhood and nationwide issues as well as to 
have fun together.22i 

F or the first time in Turkish history, an opposition moved 
beyond protest to generate a platform that was 
intended not to dominate but to share ideas and listen to 
others. The 2011 events in Tahrir Square in Cairo were 
similar, but the majority there in the end preferred a liberal 
and representative democracy. The Gezi protests, however, 
and the forums that resulted, may be a starting point to 
extend and expand participatory and even direct 
democracy. Forums provide a base for transformation of 
temporary protests into permanent structures. Hence, they 
have a potential to develop local policies that affect local 
governance. 

Benlisoy implies that there is a need for establishing 
forums of direct democracy that can provide a dynamic and 
a representative structure. 222 However, the forums were late 
to enable people to join the decision-making processes. 
Hence, many lost their motivation before they could fully 
participate. 

In this essay, I have used forum notes on the Internet and 
social media accounts as data sources. Although the 


discussions and atmosphere cannot be transcribed entirely, 
such notes present details of discussions of many meetings 
of hundreds of forums. This study is a first phase in an 
analysis that should be improved with in-depth interviews 
and observations. 

S ocial ecology, developed by Murray Bookchin, provides 
a coherent and radical critique of environmentalism as 
a capitalist discourse. Environmental actions, projects, and 
campaigns, Bookchin argues, cannot solve the ecological 
crisis; nor can green production and consumption, because 
the domination of nature stems from domination of human 
by human. Environmentalist activities not only veil the roots 
of ecological crisis but also obscure the need to construct a 
rational ecological society through a much farther-reaching 
political program. 

An ecological and rational society, according to social 
ecology, can be organized from bottom up at the 
neighborhood level through citizen assemblies in a face-to- 
face democracy where “people act directly on society and 
directly shape their own destinies. “225 This bod of ideas is 
based on citizenship, the ecocommunity, direct democracy, 
and the municipality. Social movement approaches that 
address political opportunity, resource mobilization, and 
ideology formation are insufficient to assess it. Because 
social ecology's aim is to change society in radical ways, 
protest is not sufficient to implement it. 224 Moreover, social 
ecology's direct democracy approach, based on citizen 
assemblies, is more radical than a liberal democratic 
framework, even one that is deepened and enlarged into a 
radical and pluralist democracy.225 Social ecology, instead. 


offers a slow but a revolutionary change toward a libertarian 
society. 

Bookchin's model for direct democracy, libertarian 
municipalism, rests on the formation of citizen assemblies 
within neighborhoods to discuss community issues within 
the public realm. 226 David Harvey's call for cooperation 
between worker and citizen for “the right to city" resembles 
libertarian municipalism in its invocation of the city as the 
arena for struggle. 227 However, his program also differs 
significantly. First, where Bookchin defines the spatial unit 
as the neighborhood, Harvey refers to the whole city 
comprising millions of people. Second, Bookchin uses the 
concept of citizens of a community within a neighborhood, 
whereas Harvey refers to citizens of a city and workers 
within a class. Finally, Bookchin offers a confederal approach 
from bottom to top, in contrast to Harvey's centralist 
approach. 

Andrew Dobson implies that the space for ecological 
citizenship is not the boundaries of nation-states or EU but 
is “produced by the metabolic and material relationship of 
individual people with environment. '' 22 s Social ecology 
claims that this space is the neighborhood: a political realm 
governed by a citizen assembly. The administrative 
structures should be embedded in the municipality. 
Dobson's metabolic relation between ecological citizens and 
their environment is possible only with a direct democracy 
that generates genuine self-governance. The municipality 
can represent the city in a way that trade unions cannot. 
The municipality is the basic unit of political life where 
“citizenship, interdependence, confederation and freedom 
emerge. “229 

The municipality executes the decisions made by the 
citizen assembly. However, the municipality as currently 


structured requires radical change in order to underpin an 
ecological society. Current municipalities differ in quality 
and quantity. Although they have a “residual” democratic 
tradition, they are management bodies of current capitalist 
system. In most developed countries in the age of global 
capitalism, they have been transformed into town/city 
companies governed by patriarchal entrepreneurship, 
production and consumption spaces where citizens live as 
consumer monads . 250 

There are two ways reforming current municipalities to 
make them as the political realm of community: 
decentralization and democratization. As Biehl and 
Bookchin have detailed, decentralization is to be both 
institutional and physical. Institutional decentralization aims 
to reorganize municipalities into a smaller, more 
manageable unit like the neighborhood. The metropolis 
should be divided into neighborhood municipalities so that 
communities can govern themselves. Bookchin's 
understanding of community resembles Gesellschaft more 
than Gemeinschaft.231 Rural towns are too small for physical 
reorganization. City halls are changed into neighborhood 
centers. 

According to Biehl and Bookchin, the democratization of 
the present gigantic municipalities is paralleled by the 
decentralization of city government bodies. 252 Smaller 
municipalities provide space for direct democratic approach, 
through citizen assemblies that meet regularly, even 
weekly, for widest possible participation of concerned 
citizens. Institutional decentralization can be achieved only 
through direct democracy. In his study of neighborhood 
councils, Hillel Schmid defines a council as a mediator 
between “residents and neighborhood authorities. ”255 He 
positions the self-management councils as a participative 


tool for reforming centralized authority. These councils can 
play a reforming and mediating role within the state 
structure. 

As to the different approaches to decision making, Biehl 
and Bookchin say that consensus process may be good for 
small groups but may also oppress minorities by coercing 
their acquiescence to reach a majority decision. 254 Even 
when the majority-voting limit is 80 percent, it still 
dominates the minority. Biehl and Bookchiun prefer instead 
a majority rule system where dissenters can object openly, 
inscribing their objections into the community record, and 
keeping the issue alive in order to ensure that citizens in the 
assembly do not have to think the same way. 

T he creation of a movement for libertarian municipalism 
can be broken down into several phases. In the first, 
several interested people who recognize their commonality 
of views meet regularly and form a study group to discuss 
social ecology, democratic traditions, and social criticism. 
The group's more experienced and mature leaders motivate 
the others. In the process, they educate one another, 
becoming an intelligentsia. 235 

During a second phase, the core group seeks out new 
members among friends and interested people. The group 
establishes bylaws defining its decision-making processes 
and other institutional procedures. It chooses a recognizable 
name for itself, so that it will have a distinct identity within 
the community. The group members focus on a popular 
community issue. They produce position papers, reports, 
posters, and leaflets, linking it to libertarian municipalist 
ideas; they organize demonstrations and protests both to 


call attention to the issue and educate the public in their 
ideas. 

According to social ecology, continuous education, face- 
to-face interaction, and local elections are necessary to 
construct a public realm grounded in citizen assemblies at 
the neighborhood level. The third phase is to initiate the call 
for a citizen assembly, by linking the chosen community 
issue to the need for direct democracy or by using a local 
election campaign as a tool. The citizen assembly is the 
traditional form of town management. If their town has no 
such assembly, they should call for the formation of one. 

The citizens' assembly is not limited to addressing specific 
issues but is a permanent structure, where citizens discuss 
community issues face to face and exercise direct 
democracy. It is a decision-making body, with a name, a 
moderator, a coordination committee, as well as a system of 
communications, all of which contribute to the 
institutionalization of the assembly.256 

The creation of a municipal citizen assembly ignites the 
process of institutional decentralization. More 
neighborhoods form assemblies that go on to confederate, 
as did the Parisian sectional assemblies of the early 1790 s. 
Each assembly choses delegates, so that decision making 
remains bottom-up. 

Libertarian municipalism aims for a rational, ecological, 
and democratic society. This aim seems attractive and 
unique, but it has also offers significant problems. For one, 
the process of creating libertarian municipalism requires the 
presence of a core enlightened group of citizens who 
passionately work to construct the citizen assembly. For 
another, the risk of parochialism threatens humanitarian 
principles. Finally, the assumption that direct democracy will 
make decisions that favor ecology is a problem, since the 


assembly may also make decisions that cause the 
destruction of nature. 


I n 2013 hundreds of forums emerged throughout Turkey, 
starting with the Gezi Park protests. Forums, as defined by 
Farro and Demirhisar, are “alternative living constructs" to 
neoliberal authoritarianism where people can stay, share, 
speak, and listen without oppression . 237 Although forums do 
not consciously prioritize the municipality as the main unit, 
they focus on existing municipalities. Some forums are 
organized at the district level, but the formation of most 
forums at the neighborhood level rather than the district fits 
the principles of decentralization and democratization. 

In terms of the phases of movement building, a group of 
people interested in direct democracy is needed in 
neighborhood. The first participants in the forums came 
mostly from the neighborhood, or at least from the district, 
because their first aim is to continue the forums and to 
extend the protests to their neighborhoods. However, the 
participants held different political perspectives. Moreover, 
no education about democracy, ecology etc., took place; 
hence they did not constitute a study group. There were no 
specific leaders, but there were always prominent people in 
the forums who they lead activities. The forum participants 
and also the core groups might have included intellectuals, 
but leadership by intellectuals was hardly seen in the 
forums. 

Forums are not closed to participants coming from outside 
the neighborhood or district, but most of the participants 
were local. All forums had a name implying the 
neighborhood scale. Some of them included the word 
solidarity (Turkish: dayani^ma). Forums had Facebook, 


Twitter, and Tumbir pages where they identified themselves, 
announced activities, and shared their views. The forums 
prepared stickers, badges, fanzines, and leaflets to introduce 
themselves to increase participation. They were willing to 
use both social media and printed matter. The desire to 
increase participation was a top issue at forum meetings. 
Ways to increase participation were discussed, such as 
inviting residents personally. 

The local forums propose extending direct 
democratic participation. Some offer ideas about 
expanding the movement and using democratic 
forums in the upcoming election period. A few 
speakers talk about the need of the establishment 
of the Gezi Party. Other speakers talk about 
supporting current organizations and parties. No 
concrete decision is taken. The result of the 
forums' first day seems ambiguous. 23s 

T he forums had three principles: popular assembly, 
solidarity, and praxis. Everyone had a right in to 
participate in decision making about the places where they 
live. From the neighborhood to the city, solidarity means 
resisting repression. Praxis makes participants active in their 
lives.A general website of the forums expressed these 
common principles, and the meetings showed their 
implementation in real life. 

Forums were to be open to everyone in the neighborhood. 
For example, the ^\^\\ Forum called for everyone to join- 
neighbors, teachers, workers, doctors, musicians, and 
photographers—and said, "We are women, men, gay, 
children, young, old, ageless ... in summary we are you, like 


you, very similar to you . ”240 Community issues were key to 
attracting people to the local assembly. Many issues were 
discussed at forum meetings, especially the urban renewal 
projects that ignited the Gezi protests. Other community 
issues were garbage, animal shelter, biodiversity, new 
alcohol regulations, tourism, joining Peace Day, an 
antinuclear platform, and a campaign against drug, theft, 
and prostitution gangs. Many forums built orchards in their 
neighborhoods: by meeting and working together on a 
communal issue, residents increased their ownership of their 
neighborhoods. 

At each forum, moderators facilitated meetings, and a 
kind of core group facilitated the whole process. The forums 
and their meetings made significant improvements in the 
public realm, but that was far from the desired status. A year 
after the Gezi protests, the forums continue, although 
participation has decreased. But their survival is significant, 
revealing a popular civic demand for something beyond 
protests. The enthusiasm for the forums has waned over 
time, however, and the traditional political groups have 
come in to dominate the forums. 

Forums are extralegal assemblies, necessary because 
participation in legal ones is restricted, hence training 
seminars on ways of joining the city council were organized. 
Speakers discussed joining elections but had no clear idea 
how to take part. There were complaints about current 
political system, and some were willing to support a current 
candidate on condition to accept their demands. Forums 
chose representatives to a group to meet the leader of 
opposition party to say that they want only direct 
democracy. They also demanded that mayors should be 
chosen directly by the people; they should not be 
nominated by the party leaders, which is the case today. 


Speakers at some forums were willing to interact with 
others on issues like solidarity with the Kurdish and Alevi 
population, who has been subjected to a series of violent 
attacks. Forums organized joint meetings that can be seen a 
preparation for a confederative framework. Although there 
were attempts to organize and strengthen joint meetings, 
the confederative organization of forums needed much 
further work. 

T he evolution of the forums out of the protests was as 
unique as the eruption of the Gezi protests in the first 
place. For the first time in Turkish history, direct democracy 
at the neighborhood scale was discussed and attempted. 
Protests are limited to opposition, but forums have a 
potential to shift society toward direct democracy. Forums 
may become a significant tool to increase participation in 
representative democracy, as Schmid argued, or else they 
may become a step toward radically changing society. In a 
dialectical understanding, both ways are possible, and so is 
the disappearance of the forums. 

The core actor in social ecology's direct democracy is the 
citizen of the ecocommunity. The more people join 
neighborhood forums and the more they participate in 
decision-making processes, the more they become citizens 
of the ecocommunity. But the forum meetings should be 
shielded from all professional parties, leaders, and other 
organizations in order to preserve the base of the 
neighborhood ecocommunity. 
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SOCIAL ECOLOGY 
AND CONTEMPORARY 
URBAN STRUGGLES 


BY FEDERICO VENTURINI 


A ll around the world today cities face a series of 
uprisings where urban social movements play a key 
role. Social ecology can help us understand contemporary 
urban struggles and articulate their opposition to capitalism 
and domination. Social ecology provides a powerful set of 
ideas that can strengthen these movements. However, a 
more extensive dialogue between the theory of social 
ecology and the practice of social movements still needs to 
be developed. 

This is important because cities, where the majority of the 
world population lives, are today at the forefront of the 
environmental and social crisis. They are not only an arena 
for intense social and ecological conflicts, but are also, as 
observed by David Harvey, the frontier of capital 
reproduction. At the same time, cities are major sites for re- 



imagining more ecologically and socially sustainable 
futures: “Cities are the world's greatest assets for pursuing 
sustainable development. How we plan, build and manage 
our cities today will determine our future ”242 Living in cities 
is, indeed, the only way in which our densely populated 
world can dramatically reduce waste and consumption, 
share resources, stop sprawl and save energy, due to the 
greatly reduced ecological footprint cities may offer. Social 
ecologists are keenly aware of this, and Murray Bookchin 
certainly appreciates the importance of the city for human 
development. Indeed, human civilization primarily 
developed in cities; they constitute a basic arena for cultural 
development and a precondition for politics. Bookchin 
defines the city as “a space in which we work and engage in 
everyday consociation [and] as a public arena. “245 To the 
general idea of urbanization, a phenomenon in which the 
urban environment absorbs all space, he prefers the idea of 
“citification," recognizing how real urban lives presume an 
idea of a political community, a civic sphere. However, cities 
today have lost their ability to guarantee political 
community and a genuine social life: people are highly 
individualized, reduced to fragmented individuals. 
Citizenship has vanished and the city becomes a space 
where the state affirms its power and control: indeed, we 
now reach a point where city negates itself as a political 
embodiment of society. The solution to these problems 
depends not on a new urban design or technological fix, 
social ecologists argue, but on fundamentally changing the 
institutions and culture of urban society. Social movements 
are crucial to initiate and build this change. 


ince the battle of Seattle in 1999, there have been a 

S continuous series of urban uprisings around the world, 
led by social movements: most recently the 2008 Greek 
uprising, the Occupy movement, the Spanish 15-M, the 
Arab Spring, urban struggles in Latin America, and the 
international student movements. All of these can be 
included in a series of worldwide mobilizations or urban 
insurrections that take inspiration from the principles of 
autonomy, direct democracy, solidarity and direct action, 
key points that resonate also in social ecology.244 These 
movements are united, above all, by their discontent with 
the current model of capitalist development. This discontent 
assumes the same global scale of the system they contest. 
At the same time, these movements are built on a very local 
scale. Behind all these expressions of dissent, which share a 
set of similar characteristics on a global scale, stand the 
overlapping effects of local grassroots work that piece by 
piece, like the work of termites, make big things possible: at 
certain moments and places, they escalate into massive 
popular mobilizations. Two aspects distinguish these 
movements: they are urban and they aim at emancipation 
through collective action. They aim at addressing the urban 
questions, and establish the right to the city for all. 

These urban social movements are acting on a local scale, 
within their own urban context. At the same time their 
struggles resonate with a global perspective, through which 
they are able to build transnational links and solidarity 
networks. Social ecology can provide a solid theoretical 
ground for all these struggles, thanks to its generalized 
analysis of hierarchy and domination. A social ecological 
elaboration of how domination plays out on a global scale 
can accompany these movements and help unite them in a 
common, global struggle. Until now, indeed, Bookchin and 


other social ecologists have remained concentrated on 
European or North American experiences and viewpoints, 
loci in which their thoughts were born. 245 Thanks to their 
elaboration we now have a body of theory that is ready to 
embrace a global scale, to be used also to analyze other 
contexts and, at the same time, become informed by them. 
If we want to develop a meaningful explanation of current 
struggles, I believe a worldwide vista is necessary: we must 
use it to surpass a Western-centered mindset. 

This process, I think, could start with conceptually 
classifying the world into core, semi-periphery and periphery 
countries, as suggested by Immanuel Wallerstein's World- 
System Theory. These concepts are useful and can help 
explain the complicated power-economic relations between 
countries of the world today. Moreover, it would be important 
to also consider the concept of neocolonialism. This is a form 
of domination based on the indirect control of the economy 
and culture of periphery and semi-periphery by the core 
countries. A distinct social ecology perspective on global 
patterns of dependency and exploitation would not only 
provide more powerful explanations, but could also reinforce 
local communalist politics, which indeed feeds on 
cosmopolitanism. At the same time, a genuinely ecological 
perspective must always consider the global scale of 
ecological crises, and put forward a social analysis of how 
these crises unfold unevenly in the core, the semi-periphery, 
and the periphery. 

B razil is a perfect example of a system slowly exhibiting 
all its contradictions. It is a society marked by an 
uneven development, where the polarization between rich 
and poor classes is one of the highest in the world. Violence 


by the military police—a legacy of the military dictatorship— 
or by drug dealers is a part of everyday life. Political and 
financial scandals are continuous. The Amazonian forest 
faces increasing destruction. The transport system is poor 
and expensive, and so too are the health care and school 
systems. This uneven development is reflected in the socio¬ 
political fragmentation of urban space; a dramatic 
segregation where some neighborhoods are specifically 
designated for rich people and others for the poor, and the 
poorest are banished to the precarious situation of the 
favelas.246 in Rio de Janeiro, a metropolis of six million 
people, these problems have reached a magnitude of 
dramatic proportions. 

In June 2013, the protests against a general increase in 
public transport fares exploded in Brazil. In a few weeks, 
small initial demonstrations became oceanic, with millions of 
people taking to the streets across the entire country. 
Explaining the multiple reasons for the protests is 
complicated and certainly there are a series of concomitant 
factors, but this public transport fare became the “straw that 
broke the camel's back." The protests built on a growing 
political discontent with the neoliberal drift of the 
government, and with the devastating impacts of mega¬ 
events and persisting social inequalities. At the same time, 
since the very beginning, these protests were violently 
repressed by the police. This generated an emotional public 
reaction that increasingly came to support the protesters. 
These mobilizations were unusually large for Brazil, and 
continued to grow. Alternative technologies also played an 
important role in broadening the protests: social media 
helped to quickly spread the campaigns to millions of 
people, denouncing police violence and deconstructing the 
corporate media discourses. This was unprecedented, as 


Brazil boasts a strong corporate media that systematically 
distorts information about social movements. However, in 
line with the patterns that I have explored, it is clear that 
behind this street explosion there is the persistent, ongoing 
grassroots work of urban social movements. They have been 
present from the beginning, and have been able to give 
structure to the protests, radicalize their demands, and build 
a broader movement to sustain the struggle over time. From 
a general critique of the current public transport system, 
this movement started opposing the development of modern 
Brazilian cities and the entire capitalist system. 

In the specific context of Rio de Janeiro, social movements 
pushed for the first protests in June 2013. In this city, these 
mobilizations have maintained momentum, reinforced by a 
critique against mega-events—like the FIFA World Cup 2014 
and the forthcoming 2016 Olympic Games—as well as 
various important strikes. Driven by necessity, the Rio de 
Janeiro movements have adopted numerous forms of 
resistance, such as direct action, encampments in the 
Occupy style, alternative media, and popular assemblies. 
They reject traditional political parties and connect their 
horizontal approach to a broad range of social issues, such 
as, for instance, the struggles of indigenous peoples. 

The assembly has been at the core of these social 
movements, a forum where all issues are debated, discussed 
and decided. Well-structured and hosting often hundreds of 
people, the assembly has provided a space of political 
elaboration and organization of events and actions. 
Moreover, from the assemblies of these social movements, 
spread during the peak of the protests, there have also been 
developed geographically localized assemblies. Rio de 
Janeiro has been a political laboratory with decentralized 



and confederated assemblies of both neighborhoods and 
work-places. 

This attempt to build direct democracy has also been 
supported by the repeated use of Occupy-style 
encampments, which clearly show the transnational links 
among movements. The inspiration from Occupy has been 
used to add a stronger political meaning to a common 
Brazilian practice of squatting and land occupation. The 
Occupy camps have been public, in visible urban spaces, 
and they have been key in providing a base for 
demonstrators to publicly meet, assemble, debate and 
organize their actions. They have acted as liberated spaces, 
semi-temporary autonomous zones, where movements have 
put into practice the principles they proclaim, interacting 
with the urban poor, exploring the challenges and 
difficulties they face, and celebrating common victories. 

These movements had also to develop a tactic to resist 
the brutal police violence. In order to do so some protestors 
employed the black bloc, whose main aim has been the 
protection of demonstrators through the use of direct actions 
against the police and their weapons. First, despite a 
massive denigrating campaign by the state and corporate 
media, this tactic has retained much greater popular support 
in comparison with core countries. Common people in Brazil 
have seen and suffered daily police brutality; they recognize 
a response to violence or use of direct action as a necessary 
condition for the protesters to self-guarantee their right to 
demonstrate. Second, the direct actions of these black blocs 
are normally not mere lifestyle choices or acts of self- 
glorification, but rather a fully-cognizant political decision- 
part of the movement strategy. From Tahrir Square to the 
streets of Rio de Janeiro, protests around the world have 



proven that barricades have not yet completely left the 
necessary repertoire of civil resistance. 

W ith its critique of domination and emphasis on the 
desire for freedom, social ecology offers two 
important contributions. On the one hand, it challenges the 
current capitalistic system as a whole, and all other forms of 
oppression and exploitation. On the other, it offers a 
liberatory vision for a future society, free of scarcity and 
hierarchy. Social ecology tells us “where to look," identifying 
areas of intervention, and understanding the reality of 
current modes of domination and struggle; such as, for 
instance, the city, the countryside, the natural world, and 
the role of science and technology. At the same time it puts 
forward also “what should be done," how we can construct a 
new society: suggesting a communalist politics, affinity 
groups, collective actions, and alternative education. 
Moreover, it gives us the principles that lay at the 
foundation of this revolutionary project: such as feminism, 
anti-statism, horizontalism, egalitarianism, cooperation, 
mutual aid, self-determination, an ethics of 
complementarity, and decentralization. This, I believe, is the 
real power of social ecology: it provides a coherent and 
comprehensive system of thought that offers analyses of the 
current crisis, a vision for the future, and the tools to achieve 
it. But for social ecology to become truly relevant, and live 
up to its great promise, it must engage in an open a 
dialogue with contemporary social movements. 

The Brazilian experiences shows how a more developed 
knowledge of social ecology theory could reinforce these 
movements and help them formulate more comprehensive 
challenges to the current political and economic system. 



They already embody many elements that reflect the core 
principles of social ecology, but do not yet fully embrace it 
as a new urban politics. At the same time, I would say that 
further reflections on the novelty of these movement 
practices also offer ideas for advancing social ecology, 
stimulating a debate that can bridge urban struggles and 
worldwide movements with a social ecology perspective. 

One of the key aspects that urban social movements in 
Brazil can learn from social ecology is the need to also focus 
on the environmental damage caused by the model of 
development they already oppose. The Brazilian national 
economy today dictates the unrestricted and uncontrolled 
growth of Brazilian cities, with grave environmental 
consequences. Despite the massive environmental problems 
that affect Rio de Janeiro and Brazil, few activists pay 
attention to environmental issues. Contemporary social 
movements focus their attention on the urgent question of 
survival, which is still not guaranteed for a great part of the 
urban population. In a society of sharp class divisions, they 
prioritize the fight against class domination, and they see 
environmental problems as secondary to the basic needs of 
human life. It seems, then, that it is only when basic 
standard of living is ensured and minimal working rights are 
guaranteed, that movements can start claiming other rights 
and concentrate on environmental problems. 

But this failure to address ecological issues clearly 
weakens the struggle against capitalist domination, and fails 
to identify the nature of the current crisis and comprehend 
its full range. This also makes it difficult for us to find viable 
and holistic alternatives. As social ecology explains, only by 
addressing the concept of domination over nature as well as 
over human beings can we work for a real alternative that 
reconnects humans to nature. Only by acknowledging that 



our current social and environmental crises are structurally 
built into the very system of capitalism can we start building 
holistic and viable alternatives. Moreover, the class struggle 
that is still intensely present in countries like Brazil, will, in a 
social ecology framework, assume a new centrality and 
meaning. Without falling into an old-fashioned Marxist 
understanding of the role of the proletariat, social ecology 
could advance the class component in social movement 
theory. Again, it is the broader concept of domination that 
provides the framework for explaining social struggles in 
their specific movement contexts, as well as their 
geographical, cultural, and historical peculiarities. According 
to this analysis, social movements primarily struggle against 
domination, even though this struggle is framed differently 
in different contexts. Class struggle is then integrated into a 
coherent struggle against all forms of domination. However, 
when we allow the struggle over economic concerns to 
exclude ecological concerns, which is what Brazilian 
activists practice, we greatly limit our vision and sphere of 
action. Here, I would suggest that the holistic perspective of 
social ecology could broaden our scope, also in very 
practical ways. 

These urban social movements also convey an important 
lesson for the whole political Left. In many countries, the Left 
seems to have abandoned its longstanding tradition of 
forging strong relationships with the political base. Too 
often, the Left is entrenched in dogmatic discussions or 
narrow campaigns, while the development of genuine 
grassroots projects is left in the hands of right-wing or 
religious organizations. Rio de Janeiro reminds us of the 
importance of action from below, and this resonates with the 
basic principles of social ecology. Here, an articulated 
undergrowth of grassroots initiatives, such as community 



centers, popular education projects, land and housing 
occupations, all built on their own networks to mobilize for 
the protests, giving these protests both a structure and 
radical content. This is an important lesson for movements 
in core countries: continuously working in community 
organizations to build grassroots self-governing structures 
offers the possibility of mobilizing the population and 
creating a “political climate" favorable to radical social 
change. It also opens up spaces where alternative futures 
and social ecology principles can be put in practice, visible 
to the whole society. With the support of social ecology, such 
public arenas could help ground and solidify the moments of 
street protests and popular insurrection . 247 

Bookchin reminds us that novelties often emerge from the 
periphery and two of the most extraordinary contemporary 
examples of realized utopias are the Zapatistas' autonomous 
municipalities in Chiapas and the experience of Democratic 
Confederalism in Kurdistan. 245 These experiences 
underscore the importance of a vision for the future such as 
the ones provided by social ecology. At the same time they 
show that this vision should not be a strict blueprint, but act 
as a guide, modified and adapted to each specific 
geographical, historical and social condition. Social 
ecology's political approach provides a powerful tool for 
social change, something even a Marxist scholar like David 
Harvey acknowledges. In order to take maximum advantage 
of its potential, however, it needs to be adapted to specific 
times and places, also reconsidering, where needed, its 
electoral strategy. We should take into account the reasons 
why many contemporary social movements reject traditional 
political parties and representative democracy, and make 
sure we do not reproduce them. In Rio de Janeiro, for 
example, municipal elections would present many similar 


problems to elections at the statewide level. This city of six 
million people lacks any institutional framework at the 
community level. Therefore these urban social movements 
are now building their political structures entirely outside of 
the existing institutions. Social ecologists need to elaborate 
new ways to accompany them in their struggles, adapting a 
communalist politics to different contexts. Communalism, 
Bookchin reminds us, “is not a fixed electoral dogma that 
depends upon the state, in whatever form, to initiate 
municipal institutional changes. In practice, it will obviously 
vary from locality to locality and country to country. “249 
The importance of adapting ideas and practice to each 
historical and geographical context is crucial. “The Left 
cannot fetishize either the state or the street but must 
rather engage in a variety of struggles for power where 
tactics emerge from a broader strategy that moves us 
toward a clearly articulated vision of a different society. “250 
To this end, it is important that it “can experiment with 
alternative institutions, like worker cooperatives, to practice 
self-management, while also recognizing limits imposed by 
present realities. It must address existing social inequalities 
of race, class, and gender both in the movement and 
society, without becoming paralyzed by their intransigence 
or individualizing deep-seated social problems. “ 25 i 

Social ecology has the potential to be central in this 
process, due to its coherent and comprehensive analyses. At 
the same time we have to bear in mind that “it is difficult to 
provide a 'handbook' for achieving a successful revolution. 
No schematic formulas or laws can apply to all revolutionary 
developments, although parallel events are strikingly 
present . “252 Social ecology also has much to learn from 
contemporary urban struggles, and I believe that we should 
continuously work to link social movements and social 


ecology, trying to bridge different experiences and tactics in 
different cultures. 

T he current social and environmental crises perpetuated 
by the capitalist system offer everyday challenges that 
must be fought on a variety of fronts. It requires that we 
have the ability to learn from the past and continuously 
analyze the present. Moreover, it demands a fervent 
imagination to prefigure and actively seek out alternative 
ways of living and doing politics. This is a struggle that 
happens everywhere and at all times, and social ecology, 
entering in dynamic dialogue with our everyday practices, 
will be able to support us in each moment of this process. 
Social ecology is a key tool for social change: it helps us to 
analyze and understand the current crises, and, above all, 
provides us with a bold vision for a future yet to come. 
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PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY 
ALLOWS US TO THINK 
WHAT WE ARE DOING 


BY CAMILLA HANSEN 


T he ecological crisis looms over us and threatens our 
very survival. Yet, there is no decisive action, no 
effective response. International climate summits and 
diplomacy fail repeatedly, and no government has initiated 
a radical transformation of our current course. Although we 
recognize the gravity of the situation, we seem unable to 
assume responsibility for it. 

This situation has led some to see ordinary people and 
democracy as part of the problem. People are typically 
portrayed as narrow-minded consumers driven by short-term 
self-interest and unwilling to make the necessary changes to 
their consumer lifestyles to avert global ecological collapse. 
As the lack of political action to tackle global warming 
continues, calls for authoritarian solutions have become 
more common. It is argued that the crisis is too serious and 



too urgent to be left to citizens and that “democracy must 
be put on hold for a while" or suspended altogether and 
replaced by various forms of authoritarian expert rule. 255 
This essay sets out to contest eco-authoritarianism and 
argues that radical participatory democracy is a better 
alternative to address the ecological crisis. 254 While they 
differ on many issues, I will dispute the two main arguments 
that are put forward by most eco-authoritarians; namely that 
of the human propensity towards short-term self-interest and 
the lack of sufficient knowledge and objectivity, among 
ordinary citizens, that are required to understand and 
address environmental problems. 

Eco-authoritarians tend to overlook or downplay the 
political and societal causes of ecological destruction and 
the fact that ordinary people are denied the capacity to act 
politically, and collectively change the societal structures, 
institutions, and practices that are necessary to tackle the 
crisis. Drawing on the political ideas of Hannah Arendt, I 
argue that a participatory politics oriented towards the 
common interest will be able to transcend short-term self- 
interest and foster collective responsibility and action. 

Furthermore, looking at Arendt's view of what constitutes 
political issues and her thinking on political judgement and 
its cultivation, it becomes clear that the environmental 
problems should be subjected to the political processes of 
public deliberation and collective decision-making. This, I 
contend, requires a form of participatory democracy in 
which all citizens have the right and opportunity to 
participate directly in public affairs. 

O ne of the most common arguments raised against 
democracy and for the need for authoritarian 


measures to address the ecological crisis is that ordinary 
people are driven by short-term self-interest; they are 
supposedly unable to see beyond their own interests, and 
they are certainly not willing to make sacrifices for the 
future. 255 Political leaders trying to implement long-term 
policies that demand the forgoing of pleasures today for 
benefits in the future will inevitably lose power. This puts 
strong limits on what politicians can do in terms of wise 
environmental policies. The alternative then, eco- 
authoritarians claim, is “forward-looking authoritarian 
regimes that have the liberty to consult more rarely with 
their populations . “255 

This view is misguided for several reasons. It is based on 
the premise that the root of the ecological predicament lies 
in the attitude of private and isolated individuals and does 
not take into account the systemic and societal causes of 
the environmental problems. Ecological degradation is to a 
large extent caused by the operations and activities of 
collective institutions like multinational corporations. 
Industrial society and the capitalist economic system based 
on unlimited growth are dependent on increased production 
and massive levels of consumption. Consumerism, in turn, is 
fuelled by the omnipresent advertising and marketing 
applied by these corporations. 

Furthermore, the argument about “the short-term nature 
of the voter" does not recognize that in liberal 
representative regimes, the biggest threat to ecologically- 
minded politicians and the strongest limits to environmental 
action comes not from ordinary people, but from powerful 
elites and special interests, often the very same industries 
and corporations that account for most of the environmental 
destruction. Through powerful lobby groups and privileged 
access to political decision-makers they have a great 


bearing on environmental politics. Citizens and popular 
movements, on the other hand, are often sidelined. 

Contrary to the eco-authoritarian assumption, people in 
liberal representative “democracies,” do not have “too 
much” democracy and freedom. While people are liberated 
from oppression and coercion and civil liberties protect the 
right of isolated individuals to pursue their interests in the 
private sphere, the vast majority of the population are 
denied the capacity to act in a political capacity and is 
bereft of political community. As consequences of the 
structures and practices of modern industrialized society, 
the environmental problems must be addressed collectively. 
This requires, however, involving the citizenry in public 
affairs, giving them the power to act politically. Before 
turning to this point, let us have a look at Arendt's 
conception of politics. 

Here, I would like to highlight two central aspects of 
Arendt's conception of politics. First, that politics should be 
understood as free action and second, that politics is 
oriented towards the common world and the common 
interest. To act, as Arendt understands it, is to initiate the 
new and unexpected, “to call something into being which 
did not exist before. ”257 All humans have this capacity to 
initiate the new because we are plural, that is, we are all 
distinct persons with unique biographies and perspectives 
on the world different from everyone else's. Action when it is 
political, is intersubjective and public, and coordinated by 
speech. We can only act together with others in a public 
realm, a politically organized community where our actions 
gain publicity and can be seen and heard and talked about, 
and responded to by others. Political action always either 
comes in the form of words or is followed by them. We start 
the new and unexpected through our words as plural 


individuals exchanging and discussing our opinions and our 
perspectives on the world, trying to persuade each other in 
the hope of arriving at collective agreement and decision. 
Political freedom, as distinguished from the negative 
freedom in the private sphere, is the freedom to act 
politically; to enter the public realm constituted by our 
equals and to participate in “those activities of 'expressing, 
discussing, and deciding' which, in a positive sense, are the 
activities of freedom. “255 

Politics, as Arendt understands it, is “the judicious 
exchange of opinion about the sphere of public life and the 
common world, and the decision what manner of action is to 
be taken in it, as well as to how it is to look henceforth, what 
kind of things are to appear in it. “259 The common world is 
our humanely constructed world of artifacts and institutions 
that we share with others. Since it existed before we were 
born and will continue to exist after we die, it is common in 
the broadest sense; we share it not only with everyone who 
inhabits it now, but also with those who were here before us 
and those who will come after us. Our public interests as 
citizens are different and often at odds with our private 
interests as individuals. While we as private individuals 
pursue our own interests and those of our family and partial 
group, as citizens we are oriented towards the common 
good, the interests of the shared world and all its 
inhabitants, including future generations. Only through 
acting collectively in the public realm, debating, 
deliberating and jointly deciding about common concerns 
with our equals will we be able to transcend our narrow self- 
interests and see the world from perspectives other than our 
own. 

While the common world in Arendt's thought is sharply 
distinguished from nature, the way we organize and shape 


our common world and its affairs impacts the natural 
environment. The organization of modern industrialized 
society has resulted in ecological destruction which in turn 
impacts on our common world. I contend therefore that the 
ecological crisis and the environmental problems are 
matters of common concern, deeply affected by and 
affecting our common affairs. 

Arendtian politics as that which concerns the common 
world and the common interest is different from the kind of 
politics practiced in liberal regimes which is based on the 
aggregation of private preferences and the pursuit of, 
usually economic, self-interest. The public sphere is no 
longer truly common, but has been invaded by private 
interests. Politics , in turn, has been degraded into 
bureaucratic administration and the maneuvers of lobbyists 
and pressure groups. Thus, environmental politics is largely 
dominated by national and global elites, technocratic 
managers, and centralized institutions, and it accentuates 
technical fixes, market mechanisms and vast top-down 
solutions that do not involve citizens and local communities. 
The population, rather, is constructed as a mass of atomized 
and passive consumers, whose behaviour is to be analyzed, 
predicted, steered, and influenced by the authorities. Seen 
as incapable of acting on their own initiative in the shaping 
of their common affairs, the role of people in addressing the 
ecological crisis has been confined to private choices in the 
market and the household. There are no public arenas for 
genuine citizen participation, and people's opinions and 
actions are not welcomed. 

But to confront today's ecological challenges, we need to 
make possible collective action. The solution, I think, lies 
precisely in giving people the right and opportunity to take 
part in formulating, shaping and deciding environmental 


politics, and for us to act together as citizens of a political 
community. This would transform politics from a battlefield 
of private interests to an activity concerned with our 
common affairs and enable us to together take responsibility 
for addressing the ecological challenges that face us all. 

T he second major argument put forward by the eco- 
authoritarians is that environmental problems are too 
technical and complex for ordinary people to make informed 
judgement and sound decisions: they lack the necessary 
knowledge. Experts on the other hand, it is claimed, are 
better equipped to rule in these matters, because they 
supposedly possess objective and universal knowledge, and 
that their technical expertise makes them neutral and 
disinterested. 

This argument is based on the premise that the ecological 
problems can be reduced to purely scientific or technical 
questions with answers that are objectively and 

demonstrably true. However, even though most 

environmental problems have technical aspects, they are 
also, I contend, highly political and social. Here I will turn 
again to Arendt. 

According to Arendt, matters that are political cannot be 
solved through scientific means, but must be subjected to 
public debate and collective decision-making. She 

distinguishes between political concerns and matters of 
scientific truth or technical administration. Political concerns 
are those about which there is disagreement and different 
opinions, while scientific and technical problems have 
answers and solutions that can be demonstrated to be true 
or false through mathematical formulas or technical 
evidence. 



Scientific statements that are demonstrably true cannot 
be refuted and disagreed with: We cannot disagree with the 
statement “2+2=4” or with the theory of gravity. Truth 
claims therefore have a coercive and despotic character, 
they preclude debate and demand only recognition and 
obedience. Political opinions, on the other hand, have many 
possible answers and alternative choices of action. They are 
connected to a specific location and time and can be 
changed and enlarged through debate and persuasion. 
Unlike the compelling validity of scientific statements, the 
validity of political opinions is intersubjective and rests on 
the free agreement and consent between the many.^^i 

Arendt wants to protect politics against those who want to 
reduce political questions to matters that can be resolved 
through scientific means or technical administration. But 
she also warns against the tendency to transform scientific 
and factual truths into political opinion. The climate deniers' 
attempts to convert the scientific truths about global 
warming is an example of this. Arendt underscores that 
respect for the nature and dignity of rational and factual 
truth is necessary for an enduring political community. 

However, nothing follows from the facts; they cannot tell 
us what to do and how to act. That global warming is 
happening and that it is caused by human activity is a fact 
that can be demonstrated through scientific means. We 
cannot change this fact; it is a factual truth that has to 
inform political debate. However, the question about what 
we are going to do—how to respond to and act on climate 
change, is a political one. It is a question about which there 
is disagreement and many different opinions. Should we 
prioritize big cuts to carbon emissions above economic 
growth? Should fossil fuels be replaced with renewable 
energy sources or with nuclear power? Should we opt for 


large-scale, centralized technologies or more decentralized, 
intermediate ones? Should we go for market mechanisms or 
commons to conserve and protect natural resources? How 
should the responsibility for reducing emissions be shared 
among and within countries and communities? These are all 
political and “pre-scientific” questions and they inescapably 
touch upon principles of justice, solidarity, freedom, and 
equality—principles about which there are no absolute 
standards, no answers that can be demonstrated to be true 
by scientific means. 

When scientists and experts discuss principles like these, 
they leave their roles as scientists and become c/f/zer?s with 
diverging opinions and perspectives. The answers to the 
many political and normative questions inherent to the 
ecological challenges can therefore be valid only if they are 
agreed on by the political community of citizens—an 
agreement arrived at through debate and deliberation 
taking into consideration as many perspectives as possible. 

When we participate in public debate, we express how the 
world appears to us from our perspective. Our opinions, in 
turn, are challenged by the opinions of others with very 
different perspectives and experiences from our own. In the 
process our own opinions are tested, modified and refined. 
We learn to appreciate the perspectives of others and to 
take them into consideration when we are forming our own 
opinions. By taking into consideration the opinions and 
perspectives of others, we imagine ourselves in their 
position and see the world from their perspective. 

In this way we can develop political judgement, what 
Arendt terms an “enlarged mentality." Only in this way are 
we able to transcend our own subjective circumstances and 
private interests, and see the problem or the issue being 
discussed from many different perspectives. Political 



judgment then, starting from our own personal and narrow 
perspective, extends through public debate— through “the 
inexhaustible richness of human discourse''262—to 
incorporate evermore perspectives, so that we gain a multi¬ 
perspective understanding of the problem and the situation. 
The point here is that through participating in plural public 
deliberation, ordinary citizens are able to transcend self- 
interest and narrow thinking and to make considered and 
disinterested judgement. 

This kind of political speech has an important meaning¬ 
giving function according to Arendt. It is by talking together 
that humans are able to make sense, to comprehend and 
find meaning in what we experience, know, and do. Arendt 
fears that if we renounce our capacity for speech, then 
would end up as thoughtless creatures, merely calculating, 
not thinking. We would become helpless slaves to our know¬ 
how, “thoughtless creatures at the mercy of every gadget 
which is technically possible, no matter how murderous it 

\ 5.”263 

Modern science consists of a “language" of mathematical 
symbols that cannot be expressed in normal thought and 
speech. Science, Arendt contends, has thus emancipated 
itself from humanistic concerns . 264 When the scientist enters 
the laboratory, he begins to communicate in mathematical 
symbols and he is forced to leave his role as a citizen and his 
power of human understanding. This is why Arendt warns us 
against trusting the political judgement of scientists qua 
scientists: 

The simple fact that physicists split the atom 
without any hesitations the very moment they 
knew how to do it, although they realized full well 


the enormous destructive potentialities of their 
operation, demonstrates that the scientist qua 
scientist does not even care about the survival of 
the human race on earth or, for that matter, about 
the survival of the planet itself.265 

T his does not, of course, mean that scientists are 
immoral and lack concern for humanity and the earth. 
However, it implies that when scientists do care about 
political and normative concerns like the environmental 
issues, they act as citizens, not as scientists. In political 
matters, scientists are themselves laypersons. 

That scientists act as citizens, not scientists when 
engaging in political matters is illustrated in the process of 
“counter-expertise” so common in environmental politics, in 
which scientists from industry and the environmental 
movement are pitted against each other. As Frank Fischer 
adds, in environmental disputes, scientists have, “under the 
guise of scientific neutrality, ”266 often made social and 
political choices and taken sides. 

T he ecological crisis concerns us all, it raises a broad 
range of complex and contingent political, social, 
cultural, and ethical questions that cannot be answered 
through the language of mathematical calculation. Recent 
attempts to do so, such as in technocratic approaches like 
risk-benefit decision-making, trade in carbon credits, and 
“payment for ecosystem services" schemes such as REDD, 
are bound to fail. 267 while science and technology certainly 
have a role—not only in identifying and measuring 
environmental problems, but also in searching for solutions 
and in developing alternative ecological technologies—it is 


important to remember that questions concerning the very 
goals of scientific research, how the knowledge might be 
used, and what kind of technologies that should be 
developed, are all political questions that must be answered 
“in terms of common sense and in everyday language," 
through the political processes of public deliberation and 
collective decision by citizens. 

Political judgment needs a political realm containing a 
plurality of perspectives. The public realm can only exist in a 
diversity of perspectives; it depends on being seen from 
multiple locations. Cultivation of political judgement 
therefore requires a political community consisting of 
concrete public spaces open to all citizens, “spaces of 
appearance" where opinions and views are made public, and 
are challenged and enlarged through debate and 
deliberation. 

The public realm as Arendt conceives of it, is a sphere of 
equals, “constituted by one's peers. "269 Free and 
spontaneous collective action is only possible among equals. 
Where there is a distinction between rulers and the ruled, 
where there is command and obedience, there cannot be 
free debate and free agreement. Like the ancient Greek 
poUs, the public realm is an isonomy where no one rules 
over others and decisions are not decreed from above by an 
external government, but where policies are proposed, 
deliberated, and decided upon by “citizen co-rulers" acting 
together.279 What this implies is that the Arendtian kind of 
participatory politics enhancing the cultivation of political 
judgement requires a form of government that is radically 
democratic. 


cological problems are collective problems, they are the 

E results of societal structures and practices, and that 
they need to be changed through collective political 
action. Arendt's political thought emphasizes 
participation by citizens in public affairs, and how the 
political is fundamentally oriented toward the common 
interest rather than pursuit of short-term self-interest. 
Because the ecological challenges we face are political 
issues about which there are disagreement and different 
opinions, they must be subject to public debate and 
deliberation and to collective agreement and consent 
among citizens. 

A participatory form of democracy in which the plurality of 
citizens participate directly in the public deliberation and 
decision, is the form of government that will enable us, as a 
community, to jointly “think what we are doing." This 
implies a decentralized political system in which citizens 
have the right and opportunity to act together, to discuss 
and make decisions in a variety of concrete, tangible, public 
spaces. Arendt herself envisioned a new form of 
government, a confederation of popular councils that make 
possible the direct participation of every citizen in the public 
affairs.27i 

Radically democratic proposals like Arendt's are often 
rejected as naVve and unrealistic. However, in a situation 
where we need to make profound political and societal 
changes in order to tackle climate change and avoid 
ecological catastrophe, it seems that a participatory 
democratic form of government is more realistic than the 
perpetuation of the status quo. It is also a more humane and 
responsible alternative than the one proposed by the eco- 
authoritarians. 
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THE POLITICS OF 
ECOLOGY AND THE 
ECOLOGY OF POLITICS 


BY DIMITRIOS I. ROUSSOPOULOS 


C onsider the historical record of States to protect the 
natural environment from being damaged. The first 
State pollution agency was established over 150 years ago. 
It is more than a century since the first international 
environment agreement between nation-states was signed. 
In the twenty year period before the publication of the 
Brundtiand Report in 1987, more than 130 States created 
environmental agencies; more than 180 international 
agreements were signed; and the United Nations has long 
since created a global environmental agency and program. 

By the end of the last century, few speeches made by the 
heads of States of the “developed” nations would fail to 
evoke the environmental crisis. It is one thing, however, to 
establish and sign international treaties, national laws, and 
promote environmental ministries and agencies; it is quite 



another to effect the concrete changes in attitudes, 
practices and institutions necessary to resolve the ecological 
crisis. It is true, to date; there have been environmental 
improvements, at least temporarily, in a few critical areas. 
But overall, the scientific indications paint a very grim 
picture, in particular as regards the basic changes in the 
world's climate and its increasingly visible consequences. 

The best indicator is nature itself. It is clear with each 
passing month exactly how much trouble we are in. There is 
an endless series of ever more dramatic symbolic moments. 
The north has heated up more dramatically than any place 
on Earth. The physics of climate change make the poles heat 
faster, an entirely different condition is the result than even 
ten years ago. The Northwest and Northeast passages open 
up almost every summer. The summer of 2014, the 
Northwest Territories of Canada had fires that were biblical in 
dimension. 272 

A new study recently in the Proceeding of the U.S. 
National Academy of Sciences suggests that the oceans 
have been surprisingly static since 4,000 BCE. But that 
changed 150 years ago. There are two main forces that can 
drive sea levels higher. One is something called the thermal 
expansion of ocean water as it warms. The other is an influx 
of additional water, ushered into the sea by melting ice 
sheets and glaciers. And the ice sheets are melting at a 
faster rate than previously understood. 273 

Despite the substantial growth of environmental 
awareness among people throughout the world, the health 
of the Earth continues to deteriorate at an unprecedented 
rate. The attempts at State management of the 
environmental crisis have, at best, yielded questionable 
results. Recent international conference like the 
Copenhagen conference on climate change in 2009 as well 


as the more recent Rio+20 conference on sustainable 
development in 2012, demonstrates over and over again the 
incapacity of the current economic and political system to 
be reworked. Yet the results of this flurry of activity are far 
from satisfactory. The dominant proposals have been for 
political action without radically transforming the 
developmental trajectories of contemporary societies. 
Globalized capitalism persists in spite of accumulated 
evidence of the destructiveness of its perpetual economic 
growth. 

We must conclude that for genuine reversal of global 
patterns to occur, more far reaching political and economic 
changes in the dominant institutions of our society must be 
made. These fundamental changes must, moreover, be 
undertaken by the current generation, as it may be too late 
for the next. Whether this generation will indeed be willing 
and able to take the necessary actions “from below" that our 
ruling elites have demonstrated themselves reluctant to 
take remains an open and urgent question. More than ever, 
thoughts and engagements at the edge of conventional 
politics and environmentalism are being called on to answer 
present and future challenges. 


I n the last forty years or so, many citizens have become 
acutely aware of the immediate and long-term 
consequences of environmental deterioration, and have 
begun to organize in response to the plight of the Earth. 
Already in 1983, it was estimated that the British 
environmental movement comprised some three million 
members (almost six per cent of the total population), 
making it the largest movement in that country's history. It 
is important to realize, that environmental activism is not a 



phenomena exclusive to the advanced industrial nations. 
According to recent U.N. estimates there were more than 
25,000 environmental organizations worldwide. 274 
Estimates by other organs claim that there are over 100,000 
such organizations, with 100 million members, in the 
“developing” nations alone. 275 

The emergence of the new environmental activism of the 
1960s and 1970s was a response to powerful historical 
forces that preceded it. Substantial changes took place in 
industrial societies after the Second World War, ushering in 
a period of intense economic growth and a more widespread 
material affluence that reinforced a naVve belief in perpetual 
and penalty-free economic expansion. A near pathological 
consumerism fed a reckless materialism so that the U.S., for 
instance, with six per cent of the world's population was 
producing and consuming over one-third of the world's 
goods and services by 1979. And yet there was discontent, 
especially among youth. For in the midst of this affluence 
many moral contradictions were apparent. 

From the mid-1960s into the 1970s a new generation of 
organizations emerged which created a tide that dragged 
along the older established ones. The moralistic 
preservationists and the utilitarian conservationists now had 
to share the stage with the new activists who became skilled 
lobbyists and public opinion leaders. The resulting 
environmental movement was certainly not, of course, all of 
one piece. As one of the largest movements in human 
history it took root in various countries and drew on diverse 
political traditions. It was bound therefore to comprise a 
variety of ideological tendencies. Before and during the 
1960s a number of organizations emerged such as Nature 
Conservancy and the Sierra Club, and many similar 
associations who loved nature and wilderness. There we find 


the desire to preserve “the great outdoors." These parts of 
the movement led to the establishment of a variety of 
regional and national parks in several countries. 

As this tendency dove-tailed into a broader 
environmentalism which includes Greenpeace, Friends of the 
Earth, and Pollution Probe. One difference between this 
movement and the older conservationists is that the former 
does not shy away from mass popular actions as a means of 
pressure of the power structure. The essential approach was, 
and remains, dealing individually with one crisis point after 
another. This approach tends to concentrate on bringing 
about small but urgent changes to the immediate order of 
things. Taken alone, however, these intense but 
circumscribed efforts tend to draw attention away from the 
need for changes in our society's basic institutions of power. 
The result is that the larger picture gets lost, the forest 
cannot be seen for the trees. 

An arguably more coherent currency within the ecology 
movement is "political ecology." The main difference 
between environmentalism and political ecology is that the 
latter presupposes substantial and radical changes in our 
relationship to the natural world and in our society. 
Environmentalists take a managerial approach to the crisis 
in the belief that these can be solved without fundamental 
changes in present values or in the current patterns of 
consumption and economic production of goods and 
services. 

Political ecology advances the idea that the science of 
ecology itself cannot be divorced from, and indeed imposes, 
certain political conceptions. For example, inasmuch as the 
ecological crisis affects the Earth as whole, isolated attempts 
to solve the crisis cannot but fail; there must be coordination 
of efforts on a global scale. Thus the Green parties 



throughout the world evolved ideas in part as a critical 
response to the limited impact of environmentalism as well 
as the failure of Marxism and social democracy to transform 
society. In addition to introducing programmatic 
innovations, Green parties which emerged in the 1980s also 
represent a certain departure from the traditional political 
parties in their emphasis on other forms of political culture. 

Space does not permit a thorough review here of the 
Green parties, their experiences and influence, but the 
spectrum of Green views ranges from light green (principally 
reformers who advocate compromise and engaging in 
elections to “get things changed") to “dark Greens" 
(“fundamentalists," red-Greens, and anarcho-Greens) who 
synthesize radical politics, feminism and anti-militarism and 
emphasize grassroots activism combined with selective 
electoral participation understood primarily as educational 
activity. A principal critique of the Greens is that in the 
majority of cases they fail to develop a sufficiently profound 
critique of the limits of liberal democracy and 
parliamentarism. Consequently they do not possess a radical 
understanding of the dynamics of State power and the 
present system's capacity to co-opt forces of opposition. 

We then have the eco-socialists, in their many varieties, 
which include the eco-social democrats, who seek to blend 
environmentalism and “democratic socialism." All social 
democratic political parties attempt to integrate 
environmental concerns into their programs now. However, 
the programs of these parties are anchored in the 
metaphysics of the State, and consequently they maintain 
that a necessary condition for environmental protection is 
the election of social democrats to central political power. 
The unsatisfactory record of these parties in various 
countries speaks for itself. 



Included under this rubric of eco-socialism is the eco- 
Marxist attempt to synthesize Marxism and ecology. 
Remaining within a broadly conceived Marxist theoretical 
framework, eco-Marxists continue to focus on political 
economy. While taking their distance from Marxist theories 
which assume the limitless abundance of nature and the 
celebration of productivism, they attempt to move beyond 
reductionist analyses of the primacy of the economic. The 
eco-Marxists are still inclined to regard change at the point 
of production as the motor of all social and political change. 
In their analysis of the lamentable environmental record of 
the former State Socialist bloc, the eco-Marxists ascribe the 
blame to Taylorism and the wholesale importation of the 
Fordist model of industrial organization. Though they are 
critical of this form of industrial economy, eco-Marxists still 
remain uncomfortable with an accent on decentralization 
and the local as the locus of political action and social 
development. 

By far the most sophisticated and interesting group in the 
eco-socialist category are the European libertarian eco- 
socialists, among whom are the authors of the eco-socialist 
manifesto Europe's Green Alternative. 276 They envision a 
continent of autonomous regions, rather than nation-states, 
which are economically decentralized, shaped by feminist 
principles and built upon social structures which are not 
based on the arbitrary exercise of power. They maintain that 
eco-socialist change cannot be brought about by the State 
and they advocate citizen control of the economy. 

In many of their declarations and proposals these 
libertarian eco-socialists display an affinity with social 
ecology. They stop short, however, of embracing the 
municipalist approach to ecological and social change 
integral to social ecology. Although libertarian eco-socialists 


in Europe reject the nation-state in favor of a continent of 
regions, they fail to identify a specific configuration of social, 
political and economic institutions as the potential 
foundation for radical social and political change they set as 
their goal. 

R ooted in a rich philosophical framework which is 
reflected in its politics, social ecology is critical social 
theory both comprehensive and systematic. Conceptualized 
as a critique of current social, political, economic, and 
cultural anti-ecological trends, it espouses a reconstructive, 
ecological, communitarian, and ethical approach in its 
perspective of transforming society. The progenitor of the 
theory of social ecology is Murray Bookchin, who for over 
many decades labored to lay the foundation of this 
philosophy, in which history, technology and urbanism are 
interwoven. 

Social ecologists advocate an outlook on issues which 
promotes direct democracy and confederal associations of 
citizens. As a body of ideas, social ecology envisions a moral 
economy based on its municipalization, which moves 
beyond scarcity and hierarchy, and seeks to move towards a 
harmonization of human communities with the natural 
world, eliminating exploitation of human by human, while 
celebrating diversity, creativity and freedom. 

Social ecology suggests that the roots of current 
ecological and social problems can be traced to hierarchical 
and exploitative forms of the current organization of society. 
It contends that the systematic presence of hierarchy and 
exploitation cannot be resisted let alone replaced by 
individual actions such as the State management of 
environmental problems or by ethical consumerism but must 



be addressed by collective political activity grounded on a 
nuanced ethics and a radical democratic program of 
fundamental social and political change. The complexity of 
the relationship between people and nature is emphasized 
along with the importance of establishing mutualistic social 
structures that takes into account the need of a co-operative 
society. 

Social ecology's social component comes from its position 
that nearly all of our ecological problems stem from social, 
political and economic problems. These problems in turn 
arise from the manner our society is organized, thus leading 
to domination through hierarchy and exploitation of humans 
by humans. Social ecologists argue that apart from those 
produced by natural catastrophes, the most serious 
ecological dislocations of the 20th and 21st centuries have 
as their cause economic, ethnic, cultural, and gender 
conflicts, among many others. Present ecological problems, 
it is maintained, cannot be clearly understood, much less 
resolved, without resolutely dealing with the need to 
radically transform society. 

H aving critiqued the current schools of 
environmentalism and political ecology and presented 
a framework of social ecology, I will now turn my attention to 
how social ecology is a grassroots practical response to the 
failure of the State management of the ecological crisis. To 
understand the importance of social ecology, however, it is 
crucial to first understand the place of the city in the 
environmental crisis and its political shortcoming and 
potentialities. 

Since 2007, over half of humanity—3.5 billion people or 
50.5% of the world population—lives in cities. By 2055, an 



estimated 75 per cent of the world's population will live in 
urban areas . 277 Cities today occupy just two per cent of the 
Earth's land but account for over 70 per cent of both energy 
consumption and carbon emissions. 275 Cities are, and will 
continue to be, at the nexus of the global crises related to 
economic recessions, energy insecurity, water scarcity or 
flooding, high food prices, vulnerability to climate change 
and natural disasters. 

Cities and regional urban agglomerations, consistently 
undermined by nation-state governments for reasons of 
power politics, have been underfunded and 
underrepresented in the upper circles of the power elite that 
determine "national priorities." The result is that cities, big 
and small, have serious problems of political legitimacy. 
They are weak, face large-scale disinterest by citizens, and 
lack the will to transform themselves into democratic arenas 
for citizen participation in decision-making. 

Still, there are a lot of issues that could potentially 
mobilize citizens to participate politically. How large-scale 
urbanization hollows out the sense of community of 
neighborhoods is one such issue. Collapsing infrastructure is 
another issue as are the daily impacts of climate change, 
inefficient public transit, water security, waste management, 
energy and fuel waste, overflowing landfills, flooding, water 
and air pollution and noise pollution, all with serious effects 
on public health. Capitalist urbanization, whether State 
sponsored or corporation driven, simply cannot handle the 
urban crisis, which in turn substantially aggravates the 
environmental crisis. Cities are locked into unsustainable 
modes of urbanization. 

Over and above the cities' very heavy footprint on the 
Earth's environment, the economic role of cities must be 
considered, an issue that encourages mobilization around 


urban issues and the city's weak position in national politics. 
The city lies at the heart of capital accumulation and class 
struggles. In numerous books, geographer David Harvey has 
showed how cities are a frontline for battles over who 
controls access to urban resources and who dictates the 
quality and organization of daily life. In an important recent 
book, Rebel Cities, Harvey singles out historical and 
contemporary examples where anti-capitalist struggles have 
been coupled with a desire to reclaim the city: 

The history of urban-based class struggles is 
stunning. The successive revolutionary movements 
in Paris from 1789 through 1830 and 1848 to the 
Commune of 1871 constitute the most obvious 
nineteenth century examples. Later events include 
the Petrograd Soviet, the Shanghai Communes of 
1927 and 1967, the Seattle General Strike of 1919, 
the role of Barcelona in the Spanish Civil War, the 
uprising in Cordoba in 1969, and the more general 
urban uprisings in the United States in the 1960s, 
the urban-based movements of 1968 (Paris, 

Chicago, Mexico City, Bangkok, and others, 
including the so-called “Prague Spring," and the 
rise of neighborhood associations in Madrid that 
confronted the anti-Franco movement in Spain 
around the same time). ... More recently we have 
seen mass protests in Tahir Square in Cairo, in 
Madison, Wisconsin, in the Plaza del Sol in Madrid 
and Catalunya in Barcelona, and in Syntagma 
Square in Athens as well as revolutionary 
movements and rebellions in Oaxaca in Mexico, in 
Cochabamba (2000 and 2007) and El Alto (2003 
and 2005) in Bolivia. 279 



T hroughout the book, it should be noted, Harvey 
sympathetically acknowledges the analysis and insights 
of Bookchin. Sadly the political implications of this analysis 
are side-tracked by established Left orthodoxy. The city as a 
geopolitical terrain for the challenging of global capitalism 
and the State seems to have bypassed most of the Left, 
including the anarchist Left. 

T hese contradictions of the urban world—its ecological 
challenges and political problems and the opportunities 
for anti-capitalist struggle and citizen mobilization—are 
crucial to understand why Montreal has been an important 
case of applied social ecology, and perhaps one of the most 
important to date. Montreal is an island city, with a 
population of approximately two million people, and the 
greater Montreal region adds up to 3 million in total. In this 
city, during the late 1960s, the urban new Left practiced a 
theory of community organizing and participatory 
democracy. Its activists worked to create forms of democratic 
grassroots organizations based in neighborhoods that would 
empower ordinary people. Thus, citizenship evolves into 
urban citizenship through an understanding of spatial 
relations. 

Another equally important goal of community organizing 
was to generate a self-awareness and territorial identity. The 
movement further urged the radical decentralization of the 
city from City Hall to the neighborhoods. It argued in favor of 
establishing decision-making neighborhood councils of 
citizens. This attempt to democratize public life in Montreal 
referred to a need to democratize all power, including that 
dark area the central State closely guards for itself: the 
forming of defense and foreign policy, an area that the 



1960s peace movement wanted to open up. The movement, 
in which I participated, wanted to change society for both 
global and local reasons. 

During this decade in Montreal, we were influenced by the 
analysis and ideas of Henri Lefebvre who taught us the 
centrality of urban space in which the politics of daily life 
are mostly played out. We were also influenced by Paul 
Goodman through his critique of urban life articulated in 
Communitas, a book co-authored with his brother. 
Restorative and very relevant were the ideas of Jane Jacobs 
who, in a series of books and articles on neighborhoods and 
cities, dealt with the political economy of cities. Jane Jacobs 
also taught us that economic growth was mainly generated 
by cities and not by national economies over and above 
cities. By the end of the 1960s, we discovered the works and 
the personage of Murray Bookchin; he taught us radical 
history and ecology and plunged us deeper into the 
phenomena called urbanization, analyzing its negative 
effects in deforming cities today and, in particular, during 
the historical rise of industrial capitalism. 


I n the fervent and revolutionary year of 1968, a major real 
estate company, Concordia Estates Ltd., announced that 
it would demolish a six-block neighborhood in downtown 
Montreal and build, in the name of urban renewal, the city of 
the 21st Century. Drawing inspiration and guidance from 
social ecology in part, a very militant urban struggle 
unfolded which involved door to door campaigning with 
information sharing, petition collecting, organizing public 
information meetings, demonstrations, squatting, sit-ins in 
the offices of the speculators, hunger strikes, occupations of 
emptied neighborhood residential buildings, arrests of some 



59 activists, jail and a trial by jury which was won by those 
arrested. 

The struggle ended without an initial success. But it 
started over again a few years later using a different 
strategy which kept a high level of mobilization of citizens, 
both young and old. This time the strategy used was to 
confront heavy traffic on residential streets. Once again the 
neighborhood came together to resist and fight, this time 
against City Hall. To be noted was the organizational form of 
the struggle which was with street committees, each with its 
personality and consciousness-raising perspective. The 
street committees would blend together from time to time 
into street occupations. The most celebrated street 
occupation took place in November 1978 in the middle of 
the municipal elections, when rush-hour traffic was blocked 
for some two hours. City Hall decided to have no one 
arrested. 

Finally in 1979, eleven years later, having used all forms 
of struggle and coalition building, we won. With some $30.7 
million of public funds we bought up most of the six city 
block neighborhood. The final edges of the struggle involved 
a fight with an internal group of aspiring yuppies. Recall that 
we wanted to create a cooperative community of non-profit 
cooperatives, based on affinities in various parts of the 
neighborhood. We wanted to abolish private property and 
profit making through real estate speculation. We wanted to 
restore the sense of community through actively engaged 
citizen participation whereby the principles of democratic 
self-management of property of buildings and land would 
become a real living daily experience. The yuppies wanted 
the opposite, private ownership of houses and real estate 
speculation. In a series of bitter fights we drove them into 



the ground, isolating them until they were marginalized and 
defeated. 

Thus we established the Milton-Parc project—the largest 
non-profit cooperative housing in North America for low- 
income citizens based on a land trust wherein all the land 
was owned in common. Imagine an entire neighborhood 
where buying and selling of property is not permitted. This 
accomplishment co-exists alongside market capitalism. This 
process of social reconstruction resulted in a federation of 22 
self-managed non-profit housing coops and non-profit 
housing associations, housing over 1,100 persons in 616 
residences of various sizes in a heritage neighborhood in the 
downtown of the city. 

O nce this battle was behind us and the renovation work 
of all the 146 buildings was completed and we re¬ 
occupied our homes, militants asked the question: “What 
next?" We tried in the interim to build an explicit politics of 
social ecology and build a left-green municipal party, 
“Ecology Montreal," which presented candidates during the 
elections of 1990 and 1994; but the experiment ended in 
failure. In the elections, we had three of our 21 candidates 
who came second, but in an electoral system that is not 
based on proportional representation we hit a brick wall. It 
was also a political period when a politically left-of-center 
party ruled City Hall and the political culture of Montreal 
could not appreciate another political party further to the 
Left advocating social ecology and a party which proposed 
the radical decentralization of power through decision¬ 
making neighborhood councils with actively involved 
citizens. Even though our membership base included 
several hundred activists. Ecology Montreal could not break 



the barriers of the prevailing political system. So we had to 
re-think our strategy and program. 

In 1994-95, we decided to enrich the political culture of 
Montreal by undertaking a program of ecological education 
including some social experiments and thus helped 
establish an Urban Ecology Center of Montreal based on 
social ecology. Its objective was to focus on all major issues 
of the urban question through the lens of social ecology. 
Several key projects and programs were established. 
Included in our approach was a major educational program 
during eleven months of the year, a bi-lingual alternative 
newspaper published every two weeks delivered free in the 
whole downtown core of the city; with a readership of 
38,000, it championed experiments in roof-top gardens, 
alternative traffic designs, and persistent political 
engagement to influence various public policies at City Hall 
and in the boroughs. By 2006, the Urban Ecology Center 
had a staff of some twelve persons with a budget of 
$400,000. It is today a major actor in the larger Montreal 
region, having organized five citizens' summits from 2001, 
which brought together over one thousand citizens at the 
last summit in 2009, networking concerned citizens on a 
variety of social issues and actions across the city. Thus, the 
Urban Ecology Center helped create a self-conscious civil 
society in Montreal by bringing together citizen activists 
who advanced a citizens' agenda for “The City We Want," 
pushing it forward during that Fall's municipal elections. 

Today, the Urban Ecology Center of Montreal has outreach 
in several other cities in Canada and a staff of fifteen with an 
annual budget of $1.5 million. Not only has it influenced the 
environmentalists to take seriously the urban problems 
surrounding them, but it has also influenced the political 
culture of the city. It helped legitimize the social movements 



and community organizations that constitute the core of 
Montreal's civil society; it raised the idea of human rights 
and the city so that a Montreal Charter of Rights and 
Responsibilities now exists as a legal city bylaw protected in 
the Constitution of the city. The Charter has received 
considerable international recognition through UNESCO and 
U.N. Habitat, as well as other international organizations, 
and has been emulated by Mexico City and other cities, thus 
expanding the program of the “Right to the City" movement 
world-wide. This Charter empowers citizens to engage in 
deciding on, as well as directly influencing, urban public 
policies in between elections. In addition, citizen rights are 
protected by the legal services of a municipal Ombudsman 
and the place of citizens in the process of public 
consultation is assured by an Office of Public Consultation. 
Both of these municipal institutions are publicly funded but 
arms-length from City Hall. Despite these institutional 
changes, many communities, as well as Milton-Parc, have 
continued to undertake grassroots civic struggles on a 
variety of urban ecological issues, often resulting in 
significant popular victories; regardless of what happens at 
City Hall, the work on the streets must continue. 

T he idea of participatory democracy is found everywhere 
in the popular culture in Montreal. Other neighborhoods 
practice it through important defensive campaigns against 
urban deterioration with a pronounced attention to social 
ecology in many instances. A fundamental re-definition of 
citizenship is underway whereby many citizens consider 
themselves first and foremost citizens of Montreal more than 
citizens of a nation. The envelope of democracy is 
constantly enlarged, with citizens initiating public policy 



instead of simply lobbying politicians. The whole idea of 
intermediaries is challenged as seeds of direct democracy 
have started to sprout. 

More recently, all this activity has had an impact on the 
municipal government. A number of democratic reforms 
have resulted in openings that have been critically occupied 
in part by civil society. When recently more than 29,800 
Montrealers signed a petition on the need for urban 
agriculture, demanding participation in decision-making and 
not simply supporting a statement making a request to 
politicians to change course on this or that given topic, a 
political electric current was visibly transmitted. The public 
desire to have citizens involved in economic decision¬ 
making and participatory budgeting with a movement 
directed towards economic democracy is slowly becoming 
an important political mix. People's impatience with the 
status quo and the political and economic establishment is 
clearly in evidence. 

This deep desire for fundamental change massively burst 
forth with the general strike of students in 2012 which 
involved some 170,000 university and college students. On 
March 22, 2012, some 150,000 marched through the streets 
of Montreal against a government proposed increase in 
tuition fees. On April 22nd, Earth Day, however, 200,000 
youth and others marched again in the streets of Montreal, 
but the agenda had widened into environmental and social 
demands in addition to a freeze of tuition fees. On May 

22nd, more than 250,000 people from all walks of life, 

young and old, all colors and political stripes—left- 

nationalists, anarchists, trade unions, community 

organizations, and ecologists—marched together for a 
broader list of social demands. They also marched against a 
new repressive law. Bill 78, imposed by the provincial 



government, a significant imposition on civil liberties. On 
this march a huge number of marchers turned left instead of 
right at Rue Jeanne Mance and Sherbrook Street, thus 
committing a massive act of civil disobedience against Bill 
78. On June 22nd and on July 22nd, mass marches again 
took place. Parallel to these mass marches, a social revolt 
began to emerge in scores of neighborhoods throughout the 
city as thousands of citizens at 8 pm every night came out 
onto their streets to bang pots and pans in protest 
expressing their sympathy with the mass marchers. Over 
3,000 marchers were arrested in various acts of resistance as 
police used tactics imported from the US and other countries 
to repress the street actions. Solidarity actions with what 
was happening in Montreal and elsewhere in Quebec spread 
to New York, Chicago, Paris and other cities. The earlier 
Occupy movement and the anger it expressed against the 
plutocracy was integrated in this new social revolt and it re- 
emerged with a bang. 

The point in recounting the year 2012 in outline form is to 
demonstrate that this social revolt had deep roots in the 
community organizations that are implanted here and there. 
It is important to note that this social revolt was anchored in 
a communalist sentiment and identity. Throughout the strike 
and its accompanied actions, all decisions where taken in 
general assemblies in each college and university, using the 
decision-making process of direct democracy. This politics 
was shown more generally during the mass demonstration in 
the streets on June 22nd when a pamphlet was widely 
distributed, titled Manifesto pour une democratie directe, 
subtitled “Behind Representative Democracy, There is an 
Oligarchy Hiding." Authored by a number of anarchists 
affiliated to neighborhood associations, this pamphlet 
states: "The solution to get out of the current crisis is 



democracy, the only, true, real direct democracy—or self¬ 
management—in which citizens exercise power directly. We 
need to re-build general assemblies, popular councils, 
participatory budgets, self-managed cooperatives and the 
use of referenda so that our society can reorient itself from 
the grassroots and through horizontalism.''250 

On July 12th, Classe, the largest and most militant of the 
three student unions that drove the strike, published in a 
French-language daily the following remarkable manifesto, 
called Share Our Future: 

For months now, all over Quebec, the streets have 
vibrated to the rhythm of hundreds of thousands of 
marching feet. What started out as a movement 
underground, still stiff with the winter consensus, 
gathered new strength in the spring and flowed 
freely, energizing students, parents, grandparents, 
children, and people with and without jobs. The 
initial student strike grew into a people's struggle, 
while the problem of tuition fees opened the door 
to a much deeper malaise—we now face a political 
problem that truly affects us all. ... The way we see 
it, direct democracy should be experienced, every 
moment of every day. Our own voices ought to be 
heard in assemblies in schools, at work, in our 
neighborhoods. Our concept of democracy places 
the people in permanent charge of politics, and by 
"the people" we mean those of us at the base of 
the pyramid—the foundation of political 
legitimacy. ... Democracy, as viewed by the other 
side, is tagged as "representative"—and we 
wonder just what it rep resen ts.^si 


W hat follows in this manifesto is not only a critique of 
liberal democracy but a general analysis of the 
dimensions of social injustice, environmental degradation, 
the envisaging of a social alternative and the question of 
complete gender equality. The manifesto concludes thus: “In 
choosing to strike, we have chosen to fight for these ideas. 
We have chosen to create a power relationship.... Sharing 
this responsibility together, we can accomplish a great deal. 
... [At] a time when new democratic spaces are springing up 
all around us, we must make use of these to create a new 
world.... In calling for a social strike today, we will be 
marching alongside you, people of Quebec, in the street 
tomorrow. “252 

The red cloth square of the student movement, which 
adorned the garments of many thousands in 2012, has 
become an international symbol, often combined with a slice 
of black. Political culture has changed. Provincial elections 
were held with the strike ending. The government was 
defeated and the new center-left government froze the 
student fees but proceeded to backtrack, such as to increase 
the fees in the same way but more gradually as well as 
fanning xenophobia against migrants and Muslims; stirring 
little interest or credibility, its rule was short and it too was 
defeated in another general provincial election. The new 
conservative third government is carefully walking on 
eggshells. It has committed to a moratorium and indicated 
that it will bend to public will by objecting to the currently 
proposed pipeline coming through Quebec carrying oil from 
Alberta's tar sands. It has also told an oil company to shut 
down a proposed port on the St. Laurent River which was 
meant to export the oil from Western Canada. Small 
reversals and victories, but the storm clouds are still on the 
horizon. Especially with its aggressive program of austerity 


resulting in cuts across the board of education, healthcare, 
social services and public transport; this has recently 
sparked the fury of workers, especially in the public sector, 
and students and is fuelling a powerful anti-austerity 
struggle for 2015. At the writing of this article (in early 
March 2015), plans are already in place for an imminent 
student strike, recalling memories from 2012. 

B efore concluding, let me add a few new vital points. 

Several years ago, I help create the Institute of Policy 
Alternatives of Montreal (IPAM), an urban think tank, as a 
supplement to the Urban Ecology Center here. IPAM is 
focused on the entire metropolitan region of some 88 cities 
and towns of various shapes and sizes. In 2010, we 
organized an agora (a citizens' summit) on the need to 
envisage an urban development plan for the city-region as a 
whole. It worked and we thus influenced the drawing up of 
an overall overview which now includes major 
environmental issues, public transportation and housing 
concerns. The impressive feature of this and the follow-up 
experiences were that once again we proved to politicians 
and journalists that citizens are interested in the larger 
picture and want to influence public policy if given the 
opening to do so with their ideas. The agora idea has now 
become institutionalized in the bi-annual program of the 
metropolitan administration where progress, or lack thereof, 
is publicly scrutinized. 

IPAM's regular roundtables also bring to the attention of 
civil society actors important urban issues. For example, the 
Quebec government decided some time ago to build two 
super hospitals and thus to close down five existing 
hospitals. One IPAM roundtable created a consensus that the 



five hospitals should remain in the public domain (the 
provincial government was leaning toward selling these off 
to the real estate industry) and that these sites should serve 
the common good, especially social housing. By 2014 this 
perspective has gained considerable traction with much 
agreement in the arena of public opinion and even amongst 
the local political elite. Here again, the important notion that 
prevailed was “No to private property," yet another step to 
the municipal or community ownership of land. Thus the 
ideological hegemony of private property has been 
challenged. 

The undersoil of the new political culture is still 
fermenting. The politics of the sixties, nurtured by social 
ecology, created and re-creates a vital public sphere based 
on cooperation and community and it is driven by features 
of direct democracy. As Bookchin has argued, such politics 
does not exclude, and indeed requires, that citizens "take 
over the city" with a new municipal agenda, forming a new 
municipal administration of directly mandated elected 
delegates from the neighborhoods of the city. Montreal, 
thanks to the urban Left and historical circumstances, is the 
most decentralized city in North America, with its 19 
boroughs, with borough and city councilors and 19 borough 
mayors, each with its own budget, open monthly to citizen 
scrutiny. Each council meeting begins with a citizen 
question period, which turns out to often be volatile. 

All these changes have taken decades of community 
organizing, bringing citizens together in networking 
assemblies or summits, coalition building, spreading the 
vital importance of horizontal decision-making by citizens 
and remaining ever vigilant at the emergence of hierarchy 
and authoritarians. Transforming urban society and 
establishing a new harmony with nature, a social ecology 



perspective, is now on the agenda. This laboratory deserves 
to be duplicated rapidly elsewhere. It can be the birth of the 
new politics with the city as the geopolitical fulcrum. We 
have to go beyond websites, blogs, pamphleteering, book 
publishing and conference organizing. What is needed is 
that the new politics be experimented with on the ground. 
The road is long, however, and what is required is patience 
and the seizure of all opportunities to breech the power 
structure and open the doors and windows to the citizens of 
the city. This perspective marks us in different political 
colors to those of the eco-socialists, many of whom may 
even obstruct the way forward. What is needed is the 
political will to organize the new politics of ecology. 

W hy, then, “the Politics of Ecology"? What was 
critically reviewed in this essay was not only the 
failure of the state management of the environmental crisis 
but that the environmental organizations and movements in 
their varied responses and strategies have not delivered a 
coherent and realistic program for basic change in the 
dominant politics. In spite of their difference to the 
environmentalists, many political ecologists have only made 
marginal advances. Why, then, "the Ecology of Politics"? In 
the heat of the ecological and economic crisis of advanced 
capitalism in which we find ourselves, we turn urgently to 
examine those who claim to pose the alternative. Potent or 
feeble, successful or abortive, cooperative or divisive, in 
what state are the movements and their organizations, their 
ideas and their cultures? Are they articulating and 
demonstrating the way to rescue the life of our ecology and 
our democracy? "Politics," Bookchin maintains, "must be 
recreated again if we are to reclaim any degree of personal 



and collective sovereignty over our destiny. Thus, by 
fusing grassroots community organizing with social ecology, 
the case of Montreal stands out and is worthy of emulation. 
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